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ABSTRACT 
 
This dissertation is an ethnography of borders in Esmeraldas, Ecuador, a province in the 
southernmost region of a binational African diaspora community that extends into Colombia to 
the north, constituting an area locally known as “El Pacífico.” This area has been home to the 
majority of Ecuador’s black population for many generations, and throughout this dissertation I 
examine how music-making is integrated with individual and group identities associated with 
Esmeraldas, Ecuador, Colombia, El Pacífico, and the African diaspora. El Pacífico is a region 
that is unified in habits of thought and practice and forms of cultural expression, and given these 
shared characteristics that exist across the Ecuador-Colombia border, I ask questions about how 
the border has affected each population differently. In order to do so, I address oral histories, 
Afro-Indigenous relations, diaspora discourses, nation-state borders, and binational policies. I 
argue that in Esmeraldas the reality of the border influences questions of history, Afro-
Indigenous relations, and diaspora identity that are reproduced and rearticulated through music. 
Taking the nation-state borders that divide El Pacífico as a point of departure, I consider 
the various ways borders and boundaries are constructed in relation to diaspora discourse, 
processes of racialization, intercultural relationship between black and indigenous populations, 
the delineation of ancestral territories, and international perceptions of the region. My focus is 
marimba music and its use within discourses of identity and the particular characteristics of its 
music that are heard on both sides of the Ecuador-Colombia border. In recent years, tangible 
results of political activism focused on identity politics in Ecuador include the demarcation of 
ancestral territories, and I examine the role of music in such claims. Similar kinds of racial 
boundaries were constructed during nation-building projects in Colombia as well, and I consider 
the region binational by considering the relationship between claims for collective identity across 
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the border and collaborative policy-making between the Ecuadorian and Colombian 
governments.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
Soy un alma de mil ochocientos, 
cuando verde aún era el planeta. 
Un río era todo mi universo, 
la voz de mi madre era una ciencia. 
 
Y llevo por nombre Juan Manuel, 
Todo lo dejé en el Patía, 
Negros hermanitos, una lluvia. 
Dejé llorando a mi familia. 
 
Y me fui, diciendo que volvería, 
No volví, se me terminó la vida. 
 
I am a soul from the 1800s,  
when the planet was still green. 
A river was my entire universe, 
my mother’s voice was a science. 
 
And I go by the name of Juan Manuel,  
I left everything in the Patía, 
A rain of dear black siblings. 
I left my family, crying. 
 
And I left, saying I would return, 
I didn’t return, and my life ended. 
 
“Éxodo” (Exodus), by Benjamin Vanegas.1 
 
This dissertation is an ethnography of music and borders in Esmeraldas, Ecuador, a 
province in the southernmost region of a binational African diaspora community that crosses the 
Colombian border to the north, constituting an area locally known as “El Pacífico.” My main 
focus is music of the marimba, and more generally on what Ecuadorian anthropologist Pablo 
Minda Batallas calls the complejo cultural marimba, or “marimba cultural complex” (Minda 
2014), which includes related musical styles within the Afro-Esmeraldeño2 community. General 
characteristics of the music align with the larger African diaspora, yet histories of migration in El 
Pacífico inform idiosyncrasies in sound and performance practice within the region and across 
the Ecuador-Colombia border. Throughout this dissertation, I ask questions about how 
particularities of marimba music in Esmeraldas are situated within discourses about the African 
                                                        
1 Title track from the album “Éxodo,” by Benjamin Vanegas (forthcoming). 
2 Esmeraldeño is Spanish for people from Esmeraldas. 
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diaspora, how they are interconnected with discourses about indigeneity, and why these 
relationships speak to the region’s binational character. 
Only a couple of decades before I began my research in Esmeraldas, significant 
advancements in civil rights for Afro-Ecuadorians and Afro-Colombians began to emerge. 
Constitutions were re-written (1998 in Ecuador and 1991 in Colombia) to include, for the first 
time, language about people of African descent. Political movements coincided with growing 
festivals for many forms of black cultural expression, and the production and dissemination of 
high-quality recordings of well-rehearsed ensembles were all recent developments upon my 
arrival, facilitating the growth of an El Pacífico imaginary across the border. I asked people 
questions about relationships between Ecuadorians and Colombians, and had many interesting 
discussions about history, immigration, music, and, sometimes, xenophobia. Binational relations 
between Ecuador and Colombia were in resurgence during the time of my field research, as the 
presidents of both countries met for the First Binational Cabinet (Primer Gabinete Binacional) in 
2012, implementing policies around education, cultural exchange, migration laws, and border 
security. 
As a point of departure, and in agreement with Michael Birenbaum Quintero, I consider 
that the Ecuador-Colombia border has “necessarily affected the two populations in various ways” 
(Birenbaum Quintero 2019: 18). Essentially, I aim to ask questions about how the border has 
affected and continues to affect the two populations, and in framing them as such, how do we 
reconcile intimately connected histories of self-liberation during slavery and continued migration 
into the present? When did the border begin to affect the two populations? Apart from the many 
shared musical characteristics in El Pacífico, are there also idiosyncrasies that can be attributed 
to the border? What are the social contexts on either side of the border that might influence 
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people’s everyday lives and habits of thought and practice? How is the African diaspora 
constructed vis-a-vis the Ecuadorian nation-state? Is it different in Colombia? How does the 
Ecuador-Colombia border influence the representation of El Pacífico abroad? What do people in 
Esmeraldas think about music and musicians across the border? I argue that in Esmeraldas the 
reality of the border influences questions of history, Afro-Indigenous relations, and diaspora 
identities that are reproduced and rearticulated through music. That is, an epistemology of the 
border is both reified and made audible through music. 
 
 
Figure 1: The Pacific Littoral. Brightest green indicates El Pacífico Sur, the focus of this 
dissertation. 
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Methodology 
 
During my first trip in 2009, before I was in graduate school, I became aware of the 
connection between Esmeraldas and Colombia when a dancer from Petita Palma’s group, Tierra 
Caliente, told me that Esmeraldas “is like a little Colombia.” This statement led to many of my 
research questions, which I began to explore through formal and informal interviews during 
periodic trips nearly every year following my initial visit. I lived in Esmeraldas City from 
October 2014 until August 2016, when I learned more about music, history, and the relationship 
with Colombia, conducting additional interviews, but also in conversations on city sidewalks 
outside of musicians’ homes before rehearsals, or during long bus rides on the way to a show. I 
also conducted research in local newspaper archives and libraries at Casa de la Cultura, Banco 
Central, Casa Palenque, La Hora, Pontífica Universidad Católica, and Universidad Luis Vargas 
Torres, which led me to information about the important ancestral connections with Colombia, as 
well as violence there and the dangers of drug trafficking happening at the border, less than two 
hours north. The complicated relationship that Esmeraldas has with Colombia is something that 
most people spoke with me about, and this dissertation is in many ways a representation of that 
relationship. This is in part why I began this introduction with an excerpt from the song “Éxodo,” 
by local marimba builder and singer Benjamin Vanegas, whose lyrics depict a deep historical 
connection to families migrating via rivers through the thick rainforest of the Pacific Littoral. 
Éxodo is not only a reference to his grandparents and others who undertook similar journeys, but 
also how issues of territory, local knowledge, imagined homelands, and even regret, are still 
relevant today. 
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I conducted ethnographic research in small rural communities and cosmopolitan urban 
centers, which was useful in providing nuance to the traditional area studies approach that often 
transplants the notion of bounded culture to musical geographies. Visiting the small riverine 
towns of Telembí on the Cayapas River, Playa de Oro and Timbiré on the Santiago, and Borbón 
and Limones closer to the ocean, gave me the opportunity to understand the unique 
characteristics of music in Esmeraldas on a local scale. I was based in Esmeraldas City for the 
duration of my research, living in the house of Segundo Quintero, founder of the legendary salsa 
and son group “Los Chigualeros,” when I also observed, participated in, and collaborated on 
musical performances around the city and the province. I also worked with Colombian musicians 
living in and visiting Esmeraldas throughout my time there, and also traveled to Colombia on 
several occasions for musical events and recording projects over the years. As a result, my 
dissertation represents how rural and urban contexts are situated on a transnational scale, 
clarifying not only particularities of certain areas, but how they are interconnected.  
Some of the most fruitful experiences were the extensive collaborative projects 
conducted during my time there. Interested in photography and videography, I often traveled 
with groups, taking photos and videos that artists could use for self-promotion. Working with 
other producers in Esmeraldas, I also filmed a number of music ensembles and poets, most 
notably in a series of videos named Aguas y Chonta.3 I produced video interviews for a research 
project about marimba construction that was funded by the Ecuadorian Ministry of Culture and 
directed by Benjamin Vanegas. I became closely involved with the ensemble Grupo Taribo, and 
                                                        
3 I received a great deal of help from local video producer Anthony Quintero, from Benjamin 
Vanegas in the live audio recordings, and from Carlos Paredes for mixing the audio recordings. 
The videos of Aguas y Chonta can be seen here: 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCvXKTL9O8K-p0JG1RoVGk8Q 
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helped to raise funds for the production of an album entitled Un Arrullo Pa’ Rosita on which I 
participated as one of the marimba players. I also worked closely with locally renowned singer 
Rosa Wila, conducting many hours of interviews about her life and music with the aim to 
eventually publish an autobiography and anthology of her songs. I was also able to collaborate 
with a binational music project involving musicians from Colombia and Ecuador in the recording 
of an album called Marimba del Pacífico, to which I contributed video recordings, photographs, 
liner notes, and recording marimba on one of the tracks. 
Prior fieldwork of other scholars in Esmeraldas resonated with my own experiences 
there. For example, I first heard about Jonathan Ritter, an ethnomusicologist who conducted field 
research in Esmeraldas during the 1990s for his master’s thesis, from Alberto Castillo, a prolific 
marimba builder and teacher in the city. In fact, Ritter and I worked with a couple of the same 
musicians, including Papá Roncón, Petita Palma, and her son Alberto Castillo. In addition, 
Norman Whitten, who carried out field work in Esmeraldas during the 1960s, also recorded an 
album of marimba music, released by Folkways Records at the Library of Congress (1967). 
Apart from being an invaluable audio documentation of music on both sides of the border, 
Whitten’s recordings also proved to be a useful resource during my interviews. For example, I 
played the album for José “Don Nacho” Caicedo during one interview, which spurred a long 
conversation about how the acoustics of homes have changed over the generations due to new 
construction techniques, mainly the shift from wood to concrete. Also, some of the visiting 
musicians from Colombia that I worked with, such as Esteban Copete, Carlos Loboa, Carlos 
Hurcand, and Sergio Ramirez, had also worked with ethnomusicologists Ian Middleton and 
Michael Birenbaum Quintero, both of whom research Afro-Colombian music.  
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Music, Borders, and Boundaries 
 
In this dissertation, I am concerned with how the relationship between state borders and 
social boundaries plays a role in the ways people think about, create, and listen to music. As the 
border divides El Pacífico into two populations, the mediation of the Colombian internal conflict 
can perpetuate a xenophobic stance toward Colombians in Ecuador (see Montúfar 2005; Walcott 
2008), but within the context of marimba music, Afro-Colombian identity is mediated as 
socially, culturally, and historically tied to Esmeraldas. Indeed, musicians in Esmeraldas often 
look to Colombia with great respect, and as a place where marimba music has had more support 
locally and nationally. Also, while diasporas are inherently transnational, while the history of 
people of African descent in El Pacífico precedes the contemporary border, and as cultural 
expression continuously transcends it, the politics of identity are still contextually distinct on 
either side of the border. One of the main themes that I address in this dissertation is how 
questions of indigeneity influence Colombian and Ecuadorian identity politics and diaspora 
discourse about a unified El Pacífico. The purpose is to examine interrelated forms of cultural 
expression that precede and cross a border in order to better understand the ways in which a 
border constructs ostensibly distinct populations and how interpretations of a border influence 
the sonic, somatic, and social characteristics of music that exist across and on either side of it. 
The Ecuador-Colombia border lies around two hours to the north of Esmeraldas City 
(depending on mode of transportation), yet the regularity of local newspaper articles about the 
border, daily border-crossing boats and busses, refugee centers for Colombians, active 
Colombian musicians in Esmeraldas, and festival attendants and participants from across the 
border mediate and facilitate shared experiences while they also suggest that life is different on 
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the other side. I was cautioned about the border by numerous people, who would tell me that 
towns closer to it are more “caliente” (hot, dangerous), and I did witness a couple of instances 
that confirmed these characterizations.4 However, at the border, there is no wall or fencing, and 
people regularly cross it in either direction, allowing for the maintenance of professional and 
familial ties, while simultaneously enabling clandestine operations associated with Colombia’s 
internal conflicts a means to escape the reach of their own government’s authorities.  
In recent years, the policing of these internal conflicts has resulted in disputes between 
the Ecuadorian and Colombian governments,5 but these governments have also been developing 
binational policies with aims to provide educational and economic resources at and across the 
border. As such, while there is contestation at the border, it is often connected to drug trafficking 
operations across it, and disputes between the Ecuadorian and Colombian governments about the 
border are over disagreements about how to address such issues. Apart from the Ecuador-
Colombia border, one third of the world’s borders are contested (Diener and Hagen 2010: 3),6 a 
characteristic which has been the focus of most research about borders, especially in geographic 
regions where such contestation is the most apparent, such as North America, Eastern Europe, 
                                                        
4 For example, in Limones, where daily boats transport people to Tumaco, Colombia, a fight 
broke out during a marimba concert in front of the stage. I attended a concert with the group Los 
Chigualeros in Alto Tambo, which runs about 50 kilometers south of the border, when a man ran 
on stage and announced the concert was over because his aunt has passed away, and waved a gun 
in front of the audience to make sure everyone stopped. 
5 For example, the Ecuadorian government filed a lawsuit against the Colombian government to 
restrict the aerial spraying of toxic chemicals that poison coca crops near the border because they 
often produce collateral damage of local Ecuadorian crops. In a more specific case, Colombian 
government bombed a cartel operation on the Ecuadorian side of the border in 2008, killing 
innocent Ecuadorians and foreign visitors in the process. Also, a police station in San Lorenzo, 
Esmeraldas was bombed in 2018, which has been linked to the Fuerzas Armadas 
Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC). 
6 Alexander Diener and Joshua Hagen explain that “today, more than a hundred active border 
disputes…exist among the 194 independent states worldwide. This means that of the roughly 301 
contiguous international land borders, some 33 percent are sites of contestation” (2010: 3) 
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and the Middle East (e.g., Anzaldúa 1987; Alvarez 1995; García Canclini 1995; Berdhal 1999; 
Saada-Ophir 2006; Madrid 2011; Rosas 2012; Belkind 2014). While there is contestation at the 
Ecuador-Colombia border, consistent maintenance of kinship relations and cultural expressions 
coupled with binational policies that aim to forge ties across it make it a unique case in 
comparison to other contested borders. 
Characterizing the Ecuador-Colombia border can be supplemented by recent theories 
about how frontiers are interconnected with border enforcement, national identity, and Afro-
Indigenous relations. Gilberto Rosas, for example, describes the contemporary US-Mexico 
border as a “new frontier” in its quality as a site where “sovereignty constitutes a daily project of 
rule” (2012: 16), which is enacted through state power and military violence. Gregory Robinson 
describes the Chile-Argentina border as a “post-frontier,” where “informal cultural ties and 
mutual influences [have] grown apart through use in symbolic identity projects on either side of 
the border” (2013: 456). Yuko Miki explains that on the frontier of colonial and post-
independence Brazil, “the exclusion and inequality of indigenous and African-descended people 
became embedded in the very construction of an inclusive nationhood of citizenship” (Miki 
2018: 5). Norm Whitten titled his book about music on the Pacific coast Black Frontiersmen 
(1974), and though he doesn’t theorize the notion of frontier, framing Esmeraldas as a frontier of 
El Pacífico can help illusrate how the border separates it from Colombia while people 
continuously work to maintain relationships across it while simultaneously dealing with the 
identity politics particular to each nation-state.  
A connection between frontier, border, and diaspora identity is a part of the local lexicon 
in Esmeraldas, and the border is regularly deemphasized within diaspora discourse. Indeed, the 
Spanish term “frontera” translates into English as both “frontier” as well as “border,” but people 
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in Esmeraldas have their own term: “la raya.” Literally translating as “stripe” or “line,” “la raya,” 
is used in reference to the superficiality of division that was imposed by state powers without any 
regard to the community living throughout the region. Abuelo Zenón7 explains: 
If the States identify us as Ecuadorian or Colombian, from this side and from the 
other side of the border, we are still Black Communities of the Pacific. This 
collective will of being one people is what makes the border nothing more than a 
simple raya (García Salazar 2012: 11). 
 
This example shows not only an emic understanding of the border, but also how questions of 
racial identity are interconnected with the relationship between Esmeraldas and Colombia, and 
the border that divides them. In a discussion about la raya and lamenting increased border 
enforcement in recent years, Papá Roncón shares a poem in his autobiography called “I’ll 
Emerge in Charco,”8 in which he describes the various towns that are interconnected across the 
border via waterways throughout the region. As such, “la raya” exemplifies border 
epistemologies, how they are situated within local identity politics, and how they inform cultural 
expression. 
While I conducted my field research in a border province, but not in direct visual or 
physical proximity to the border every day, this project is less about life on the border than it is 
about the “ripple effects” (Belkind 2014: 5) that the border has on cultural expression and social 
boundaries. One of the larger ripples I will examine is the process of racialization on either side 
of the border in El Pacífico, namely, that Ecuador is imagined as more indigenous than 
Colombia.9 With regard to indigeneity, the history of Afro-Indigenous exchange in Esmeraldas is 
                                                        
7 Abuelo Zenón was a reference to Afro-Esmeraldeño intellectual Juan García’s maternal 
grandfather, but came to represent collective memory and as representative figure of traditions 
and ancestral knowledge. 
8 See Appendix D for full poem. 
9 This is not only apparent in from the viewpoint of locals, as I will show later in this 
dissertation, but the Afro-Ecuadorian population has long been ignored since the earliest studies 
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relevant to contemporary Ecuadorian policies around demarcating ancestral territories and how 
music is used as a means to legitimize ancestrality. In other words, I examine the role of music 
not just in the performance of borders (e.g. Madrid 2011a, et al), but in the construction of 
borders legitimized by state authority. 
My focus is on how a pre-national music has been maintained across a border (see also: 
Hernández 2012; Ayyagari 2012; Robinson 2013), rather than the ways in which borders 
influence the development of new musical genres, the latter of which has been foundational to 
border studies since Américo Paredes published With His Pistol in His Hand: A Border Ballad 
and its Hero in 1958 (cf. Simonett 2001; Madrid 2008; Hutchinson 2011). At the same time, I 
am interested in how the Ecuador-Colombia border influences marimba music, which has been 
around since long before the border existed. The two main threads that I will examine in this 
dissertation with regard to reifications of the border in marimba music are Afro-Indigenous 
exchange in northern Esmeraldas and how a sense of binational identity is constructed through 
government policies and music productions. I examine the notion of binational identity within 
the Ecuadorian context of Afro-Indigenous relations and how they are in dialogue with 
discursive constructions of El Pacífico as a diaspora community, which is inherently 
transnational and aims to transcend the nation-state as a unit of identity (Madrid 2011b: 8-9; see 
also Glick-Schiller 2008). 
Borders influence cultural expression and identity, but I do not want to imply that they 
determine all aspects of social life, that “we are the products of the borders that surround us” 
(Rivera-Servera and Young 2010: 1). All borders are social constructions (Diener and Hagen 
                                                        
of black music, most clearly in Melville Herskovits’s “Scale of Intensity of New World 
Africanisms,” which includes Colombia, but not Ecuador (in Yelvington 2006: 230-231). 
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2010: 4), and I am concerned with how people think about them as such, and how this might 
influence music. Specifically, I suggest that a sense of unity within this particular diaspora 
community is rooted within questions about the border and expressed through music and 
discourse. While borders are social constructions, they are legitimized and enforced by state 
authorities, and I want to maintain a distinction between this ontology and the rearticulation of 
border epistemologies through music. 
In order to maintain the distinction between state-enforced borders and expressions of 
border epistemologies, I maintain a terminological distinction between “borders” and 
“boundaries,” which are typically used interchangeably.10 The distinction is important because 
the term “border” is often attached to other qualifiers such as cultural borders, musical borders, 
national borders, or political borders, all of which reinforce notions of hermetically sealed 
collections of shared habits of thought and practice. Rather, with examples like these, I would 
simply substitute Frederick Barth’s understanding of boundaries, which he explains as emerging 
within negotiations of difference that “actors themselves regard as significant” (1969: 14). In 
other words, cultural, musical, national, or political boundaries emerge when people 
acknowledge or reconcile difference. Because borders are taken at face value as marking where a 
unified entity ends and a different one begins, the two terms are often conflated. Borders are 
constructed to retain sameness and remove difference, and not only are there shared habits that 
exist across them, but people often create social boundaries by demonstrating their sameness as 
difference from divisions that borders ostensibly mark. 
                                                        
10 e.g., Clifford 1994; Cooley 2005; Saada-Ophir 2006; Madrid 2006; Madrid 2011; Ayyagari 
2012; Robinson 2013. 
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In this dissertation I am interested in how musical boundaries are constructed through 
negotiations of difference in two contexts. First, I examine how Afro-Indigenous social 
boundaries inform the province’s contemporary historiography, how marimba music mediates 
the construction of these social boundaries, and how Ecuadorian policies of identity are 
interconnected with Afro-Indigenous exchange in Esmeraldas. Second, and given the importance 
of Afro-Indigenous exchange in the region, I examine how negotiations of both difference and 
sameness inform the boundaries of the African diaspora as it exists across the border within El 
Pacífico, suggesting that the region has a binational character. 
 
Borders in the Diaspora and Esmeraldas in El Pacífico 
 
When border and diaspora studies were still in their infancy, James Clifford noted that 
“concrete predicaments denoted by the terms border and diaspora bleed into one another” (1994: 
304), and as this ethnography addresses music among a diaspora community in a border 
province, it provides a unique opportunity to tease out where theories of borders and diasporas 
converge and diverge. Since the early 1990s, there has been a prevailing “ideal-type” (Clifford 
1994: 306) model in diaspora studies, which entails a group of people that has undergone some 
kind of forced dispersal, communicates regularly across nation-state borders, has maintained 
group cohesion over multiple generations, and is based around the notion of an imagined 
homeland (e.g. Safran 1991; Stokes 1994; Tölölyan 1996; Monson 2000; Slobin 2003; Turino 
and Lea 2004; Um 2005; Ramnarine 2007). Since this characterization first emerged, the local 
particularities of numerous case studies have complicated it (Averil 1994; Moore 1997; Guibault 
2005; Slobin 2012; Manuel 2015), and a diaspora on the border like El Pacífico can provide 
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further nuance to both fields. How might a border divide a diaspora community? How might new 
boundaries informed by the delineation of a border influence a population’s engagement with its 
national context and the larger diaspora? Does proximity to the border correlate with variance in 
musical style associated with the diaspora? In this section, I will present how Afro-Indigenous 
relations and notions of homeland are important to understanding this diaspora community and 
the border that crosses it. 
 The position of Esmeraldas within the larger El Pacífico region corresponds with 
different theories of hybridity found in studies about borders (see García Canclini 1995) and 
diasporas (see Gilroy 1993), namely with regard to its application in questions of mixing and 
resistance. In Esmeraldas, relationships between people of African descent and indigenous 
groups during the colonial period were at times contentious and at others cooperative. In fact, 
contemporary historiography highlights Afro-Indigenous mixing as having facilitated colonial 
resistance. While this case study speaks to the different applications of hybridity, the term’s 
usage in discussions of mixing has been criticized by scholars because of its ambiguity as a result 
of overuse (see Silverman 2012: 41-44) and its essentializing of social and cultural differences 
based on notions of race (see Birenbaum 2019: 68-70). A focus on resistance or opposition to 
colonialism and hegemony in general that theories of hybridity often employ (Bhabha 1990; Hall 
1990; Zheng 2010: 19-24; Hutchinson 2011: 54-55) is more relevant to my analysis than 
theorizing notions of hybridity per se. Moreover, essentializing processes of racialization have 
also been fundamental to colonialism and nation-building projects in Ecuador and the world 
over. As such, the significance of resistance and mixing are both relevant to this dissertation 
because they are both a part of discourses about social life and diaspora in Esmeraldas and El 
Pacífico. 
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In the 1980s, Latin American scholarship began to address the exclusion (Stutzman 1981) 
of black populations, what was seen as a process of “invisibilization” (Friedemann 1984), an 
active “silencing” of history (Trouillot 1995), and new research began to address these issues. 
For example, the edited volume No Longer Invisible: Afro-Latin Americans Today (1995) 
explicitly works against this marginalization with country-by-country articles about 
underrepresented black populations. By the 2000s, Heidi Feldman acknowledged similar issues, 
specifically along the western coast of South America, in her book Black Rhythms of Peru: 
Reviving African Musical Heritage in the Black Pacific (2006). Ethnomusicologists working in 
this region have acknowledged Feldman’s efforts in providing greater representation of the 
“Black Pacific” (Ritter 2011; Lara 2011; Hale 2014; Birenbaum Quintero 2019). On the surface, 
this dissertation also adds to the literature about the black Pacific and as such is an effort to 
increase representation of the African diaspora within the ethnomusicological literature. More 
specifically, this dissertation indicates how marimba music in Esmeraldas and the effects of the 
Ecuador-Colombia border contribute to the black Pacific’s diversity. 
Part of Feldman’s declaration of the black Pacific was an effort to distinguish it from 
Paul Gilroy’s Black Atlantic (1993), and, in fact, their two approaches indicate a dichotomy 
within African diaspora scholarship. Yelvington suggests that the two “most compelling” 
positions within this scholarship include one that highlights the invention of tradition in efforts to 
construct identity, and another that highlights resistance and opposition to (neo)colonialism 
(2001: 250). While their scholarship does address both the invention of tradition and resistance 
to colonialism, the emphases of Feldman and Gilroy align with the former and the latter 
approaches, respectively. Given the history of resistance in Esmeraldas and its prevalence in 
contemporary discourse, as well as the growth of presentational performance contexts of 
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marimba music, both of the approaches to diaspora scholarship are applicable to the case of 
Esmeraldas. 
Indeed, Birenbaum Quintero explains that in Colombia’s black Pacific, the emergence of 
folklore as tied to but aesthetically and contextually distinct from the musical practices it 
represents provided a new means of self-representation for Afro-Colombians, facilitating claims 
to civil and territorial rights, as well as opposing racializing discourses that disparaged blackness 
and celebrated whiteness (2019: Chapter 4). As the Ecuador-Colombia border constructs two 
populations in El Pacífico, there are parallels between the development of folklore and 
representations of blackness on the national stage, yet the imagining of Ecuador as a more 
indigenous nation than Colombia ambiguates its relationship to Afro-Colombian identity 
projects. Moreover, the history of Afro-Indigenous exchange influences contemporary identity 
politics in Ecuador, and the positioning of the marimba as representative of Ecuador’s black 
population is complicated by the fact that it is also positioned as such among indigenous 
communities in the northwestern region of the country. 
Afro-Indigenous relations have shaped histories of migration, territoriality, and identity in 
Esmeraldas, and marimba music not only informs these histories, but also situates them within 
the politics of diaspora. In much of Hispanic Latin America, the marginalization of black 
populations has been perpetuated by nation-building projects that draw from indigenous imagery 
and promote mestizo styles of music.11 In North America, the inverse has been the case, with a 
fear for the disappearance of “Native American music” (Nettl 2005: 162) and a framing of music 
among black populations as influential (Waterman 1952), and more recently, nationally 
                                                        
11 For example, the folklorization of Andean indigenous music (Rios 2005; Turino 2008b), or 
marimba music in Nicaragua as nationally representative and mestizo (Scruggs 1999). 
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representative.12 What both Americas have in common here, is that Afro-Indigenous exchange is 
often overlooked, not only in national imaginaries, but in scholarship about the African diaspora 
as well. More recently, there has been a growing interest in Afro-Indigenous exchange through 
music in North America (e.g., Berglund 2016; Hamil 2016) and Latin America (Lara 2011; Hale 
2014), something which a case study in Esmeraldas can contribute to on a quantitative level. 
Ultimately, however, I am interested in questions about how the racialization of music as black 
or indigenous informs the way musicians navigate the meaning of the music they perform, what 
political advantages associating with black or indigenous musics might provide,13 and why Afro-
Indigenous exchange is so often overlooked in diaspora scholarship. 
Alongside an imagined Africa, Afro-Esmeraldeños also reference Colombia as a 
homeland, which speaks to recent trends in diaspora scholarship that focus on the idea of 
multiple homelands (Silverman 2012; Jong 2012; Alajaji 2013; Manuel 2015). Though the case 
of Esmeraldas is similar, it is unique in that such a relationship to Colombia has emerged 
because of the construction of borders, rather than contemporary transcontinental migrations. 
Potential homelands (Jong 2012), past, present, and spiritual homelands (Alajaji 2013), and 
“secondary diasporas” (Manuel 2015) indicate just some of the increased interest among scholars 
working with groups from diaspora communities that have migrated from where their ancestors 
were first displaced to new cities (see also Pacini Hernandez 2010; McAlister 2012; Rivera 2012; 
Hutchinson 2017). Migration from Colombia to Ecuador has been regular for centuries, and the 
                                                        
12 For example, Afro-Cuban music and Cuban identity (Moore 1997); reggae music in Jamaica 
(Manuel 2006); jazz music in the U.S. (Deveaux 1997; Ake 2002); Popular music of black 
populations Suriname have even been framed as “indigenous” (Bilby 1999). 
13 For example, Gabriel Solis (2014) presents research from Papua New Guinea and Australia 
about how indigenous musicians’ engagement with black musicians and their performance of 
music from the African diaspora is a means to enter into a modernity they are otherwise denied 
 18 
relationship that Esmeraldeños have to Colombia is salient in people’s everyday lives: shared 
rhythms and instruments throughout El Pacífico; festivals that invite musicians from Colombia; 
the popularity of contemporary Colombian music; direct familial ties across the border; Afro-
Esmeraldeños that speak of their ancestors coming from Colombia. Moreover, indigenous 
populations have contributed to aspects of social life and cultural expression that are unique to 
Esmeraldas, and Colombia as a secondary homeland for Afro-Esmeraldeños is interconnected 
with questions of indigineity. 
Oral history and ancestrality is of particular importance when considering homelands and 
Afro-Indigenous relations, as both are referenced in claims for territory in Esmeraldas. There are 
threads of both these topics throughout diaspora scholarship about “ancestral memory” (Feldman 
2006; León 2007), “ancestral knowledge” (Comaroff and Comaroff 2008; Walsh 2010), and, 
most commonly, “collective memory” (e.g., Brubaker 2005; Um 2005; Solis 2008; Zheng 2010; 
Jackson 2012; Rivera 2012). Collective memory has been a part of some of the earliest theories 
about diaspora communities (Safran 1991; Gilroy 1993), and James Clifford’s argument that 
“collective histories of displacement and violent loss cannot be ‘cured’ by merging into a new 
national community” (Clifford 1994: 307) resonates with the everyday experience in Esmeraldas, 
where people’s consistent contact with Colombians is a reminder of shared pre-national histories. 
Oral history is also manifest in Esmeraldas as “Saberes Ancestrales” (ancestral knowledge), 
which appear in local literature about the province in general (Yépez 2010; García 2012; Antón 
2014a; Minda 2015) and about music there (Antón 2014b; Minda 2014a; Vanegas Loor 2015; 
González and Patiño 2016). Following Clifford, I address how nation-state borders inform 
musical meaning in Esmeraldas with regard to its position within El Pacífico, as well as how 
territorial borders in Ecuador are legitimized by ancestrality that is constructed through music 
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and related forms of cultural expression. As such, I consider parallels between the construction 
of ancestral territories and imagining homelands as I examine the relationship between music 
and borders. 
 
Racialized Borders in Ecuadorian Nationalism 
 
In Ecuador, and in Latin America more broadly, boundaries have been established around 
groups of people based in the notion of the “tri-ethnic” heritage, which is, in actuality, a thinly 
veiled ascription of race disseminated by European colonialists. These boundaries have led to 
overtly essentialist truths about race, resulting in widely accepted categories, including negros 
(blacks), blancos and criollos (whites and people of European descent), and indios and indígenas 
(indians and indigenous people). As people from different categories met and had children, the 
racial taxonomy developed, and an overarching “master narrative” (Wade 2000) of mestizaje 
emerged in order to account for indígenas having children with criollos—known as mestizos—
which became the foundational archetype throughout Latin American nation-building projects. 
Scholars have noted that while the discourse claimed “mixing,” it was actually a project based in 
racial miscegenation with the goal of “whitening” the population, known as blanqueamiento 
(Whitten and Quiroga 1998; Rahier 2003). 
 Moreover, while racial boundaries were inscribed upon a great diversity of people as 
three groups, the dominance of mestizaje “invisibilized” (e.g., Minority Rights 1995; Whitten 
and Quiroga 1998; Birenbaum Quintero 2019) people who did not fit into its ideology, namely, 
people of African descent. For example, mulatos, people with black and white parents, while 
purported results of blanqueamiento, are still considered as less representative of a mestizo 
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nation (Rahier 2003; Prescott 2008). Further outside the purview of nation-building, although 
equally a result of colonialism, is the category of people with mixed African and Indigenous 
ancestry, known as zambos. Distinct from all of the other categories, I never heard zambo used 
as a self-identifying term in the vernacular,14 although, among Ecuadorian intellectuals, an 
ideology of zambaje has emerged as a discourse in opposition to mestizaje, identifying the 
relationships indigenous and black people entered into as a result of colonialism and slavery, and 
highlighting them as alternative and oppositional (Rueda 2001; Whitten 2007; Yépez 2010; 
Whitten 2013). The ascriptions of these categories are regularly contested, manipulated, crossed, 
and reinforced in contemporary identity politics today, testament to the complicated legacy of 
colonialism and the process of racialization it enforced. 
 During the early colonial period and within the context of slavery, self-liberated people, 
known as cimarrones, settled in Esmeraldas outside the reach of the Spanish Crown. Given their 
small numbers, cimarrones found allies (and sometimes enemies) among various indigenous 
groups. These alliances, which often led to children, also led to the “Zambo Republic,” a 
governmentally autonomous province led by cimarrones, and established by first- and second-
generation Africans and the children they had with local indigenous people. The resistance of 
and opposition to colonial power by self-liberated people of African descent is employed as an 
ideology known as cimarronaje across Latin America, which, in the case of Esmeraldas, is 
inextricably linked to zambaje (García Salazar 2012; Whitten 2013; Bryant 2014). As such, 
while racial boundaries were imposed through colonialist aims to control Esmeraldas, locals 
                                                        
14 I did, however, hear the word used one time with the ensemble Grupo Taribo, when, on live 
national television broadacast show, when the host described Benjamin Vanegas (who self-
identities as mulato) as a “zambo that can sing beautifully.” 
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appropriated these boundaries and converted them into the borders of the Zambo Republic (see 
Figure 2).  
 
 
Figure 2: The “Zambo Republic,” (darker green) within El Pacífico Sur (lighter green). Yellow 
dots indicate location of earliest arrivals of cimarrones and red dots where they eventually 
settled, Juan Mangache to the north and Alonso de Illescas to the south (see Chapter 1). 
  
Interculturalidad, or interculturality, is an ideology that emerged in Ecuador during 
political uprisings in the 1990s and focuses on increasing understanding and respect between 
diverse and dispersed cultural formations throughout the country. It was introduced into 
Ecuadorian governmental legislature in Article 67 of the 1998 constitution specifically as an 
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educational tool focused on bilingualism and generally as a means to promote solidarity within 
the country. By the time of the 2008 constitution, it became fundamental to the description of the 
Ecuadorian state, appearing in the first sentence of Article 1, and later as a civil right of 
Ecuadorian citizens, second only to free speech (Article 16). As Norm Whitten explains, the 
explicit purpose of interculturality is “understanding other ways of thought and action,” which is 
a “seemingly paradoxical” reinforcement of social and cultural boundaries (Whitten 2011: 118). 
In this dissertation, I look at the presence of interculturality in the establishment of musical 
boundaries in local, binational, and transnational contexts. 
 Specifically, marimba music played by Afro-Esmeraldeños and the indigenous Chachi 
people in the northern region of Esmeraldas demonstrates how interculturality exists at a grass-
roots level and as a political policy. For example, a biography about the most well-known 
marimba player in Ecuador, Guillermo “Papá Roncón” Ayoví, presents Afro-Indigenous 
relations in Esmeraldas, where he explains that his aim is to create “a valid instruction, useful 
and opportune in order to think about the approach of intercultural dialogues that we 
Ecuadorians, distinct and diverse, need to initiate in the path to constructing national 
understanding, and to procure a shared project” (García Salazar 2003: 12).15 García’s point about 
interculturality demonstrates how it is contrary to multiculturalism, the latter of which Paolo 
Freire clarified as a means to “divide and conquer” (Freire 2005: 141), and which Shane Greene 
has argued as being a type of governmental reform that is mostly “apologetic” in reference to 
colonialism (Greene 2007a).  
                                                        
15 Within Ecuadorian politics, there are multiple concepts of the word “nation.” As the country is 
considered to be “plurinational,” it can reference the Ecuadorian nation, but also close-knit 
communities that strive for a certain amount of political autonomy can be considered “nations.” 
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Juan García’s book about Papá Roncón and his other publications about music and oral 
traditions in Esmeraldas (García Salazar 1983; 1985; 2002) are products of his aim to develop 
etnoeducación, or “ethnoeducation.” García spent a great deal of his career developing 
ethnoeducation as a means to deconstruct the hegemonic education system dominated by 
Ecuador’s upper class. Recognizing the marginalization of Afro-Ecuadorians within the 
historiography of Ecuador and the scant historical records of the population, he proposed 
ethnoeducation as a strategy to oppose this hegemony by producing printed resources of oral 
histories, stories, poetry, and music from Esmeraldas. García has influenced local musicians, 
poets, novelists, and educators to perform and rewrite histories of Esmeraldas from their point of 
view, also collaborating with interdisciplinary scholar and activist Catherine Walsh about the 
implications of ethnoeducation within the context of interculturality (García and Walsh 2002; 
2010; 2015). 
Interculturality emerged in tandem with the idea of conceptualizing Ecuador as 
“plurinational,” that is, as having various nations within the same country. A central purpose of 
plurinacionalidad, or “plurinationality” is to afford minorities control of their own destinies 
within an autonomous territory that is also part of a unitary state (Antón 2013: 357). In order to 
avoid the state fragmentation that plurinationality could ostensibly produce, interculturality was 
introduced as a means to facilitate plurinational integration by “[requiring] the general populace 
to think and act ‘with’ ancestral principals, knowledges, and communities, assuming these 
principles and knowledges are valid for all” (Walsh 2010: 19). Since interculturality’s 
indoctrination into the 2008 Ecuadorian constitution, various scholars have welcomed it as a 
positive strategy that combats ethnocentrism and opens new doors for Afro-Ecuadorian and 
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indigenous groups (Walsh 2009; Yépez 2010; Whitten 2011; Antón 2013; Rahier 2014; Lara 
2016). 
 
Borders and Binationalism 
 
While the border between Ecuador and Colombia divides people into two different 
citizenries, there are not only shared cultural expressions and histories across it, but also 
interactions with each state’s government that are particular to El Pacífico, contributing to my 
consideration of the region as binational. During the 1990s, civil rights activism for black 
populations was seeing tangible results at the constitutional level, introducing language about 
people of African descent for the first time. Similarly, in both countries, indigenous populations 
gained traction earlier with their political demands, influencing the rhetoric of black activism 
(e.g., Ng’Weno 2007; Restrepo 2007; Whitten 2007; Walsh 2009; Wade 2010; Whitten 2011; 
Rahier 2012; Walsh 2012), something that hasn’t been uncommon in other countries around 
Latin America.16 Most explicitly, binational relationships between Ecuador and Colombia have 
existed in government policy beginning in the 1980s, having a resurgence in the first decade of 
the 2000s, and establishing annual meetings since 2012 (see Appendix F). Given these 
circumstances, El Pacífico can be considered binational in its quality as being historically, 
culturally, and politically unified across a border, while there are particular national contexts and 
its members engage with and contest distinct hegemonies.   
                                                        
16 See, for example, articles about similar Afro-Indigenous relationships in Peru (Greene 2007b), 
Honduras (Anderson 2007), and in Latin America in general (Hooker 2005). 
 25 
New constitutional language and legislation established in Colombia and Ecuador in the 
1990s demonstrates how residents of El Pacífico contested multiple hegemons using similar 
rhetoric. In 1991, Afro-Colombians were acknowledged in the constitution for the first time, and 
in 1993 “Law 70” was introduced, focusing on “ethnic and cultural rights, collective land 
ownership, and socioeconomic development” (Asher 2009: 50-51). In in order to earn such 
rights, black communities were required to manage lands using “traditional” production practices 
(Asher 2009: 50-51). Black Colombians from El Pacífico continued to refine the language of the 
new legislation, demanding the “right to be (ser) black” (Asher 2009: 5), pointing out that their 
rights were afforded within the terms of the Colombian government and not their own; 
effectively, through state policies, the Colombian government wanted black Colombians from El 
Pacífico to be the kind of “black” that they wanted them to be, that is, the kind that would 
willingly surrender their land to their government.  
In Ecuador, the government did not acknowledge people of African descent as part of the 
nation-state until 1998, seven years after Colombia, which served as an example for the Afro-
Ecuadorian community to establish persuasive rhetoric that would function within the new 
constitution of Ecuador.  
Afro-Ecuadorian organizations and individuals began a political process that 
culminated in writing, proposing, and debating in the National Congress a special 
law inspired by Colombia’s Law 70…It was called Law 46, or “Law of Collective 
Rights of the Black or Afro-Ecuadorian Peoples (Rahier 2014: 13, emphasis 
added). 
 
Thus, analogous marginalization of black populations in Ecuador and Colombia and the 
prevalence of mestizaje throughout Latin America demanded that El Pacífico’s shared ancestry, 
history, and cultural expression, also share a rhetoric of political activism.
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In Ecuador and Colombia, claims for collective rights among black activists were 
informed by indigenous activists, most notably around claims for ancestral territories. This is 
significant because it demonstrates binational qualities of El Pacífico not only at a rhetorical 
level, but also because the ostensibly ancestral territories in question are intimately connected to 
the history of migration (people escaped slavery through the same forests and traveled along the 
same rivers), forms of agricultural subsistence (cultivation of similar raw foods like coconut, 
plantains, chontaduro, snails, crabs), and cultural expression (not only the instruments being 
made from local raw materials, but the references to the natural environment and life within it in 
poetry, stories, and song lyrics) in the region. Numerous scholars have explained the adoption of 
indigenous rhetoric among black activists in Colombia (Lozonczy 1997; Hooker 2005; Ng’Weno 
2007; Restrepo 2007; Escobar 2008; Wade 2010; Birenbaum Quintero 2019) and Ecuador 
(Minda 2002; Walsh 2009; Whitten 2011; Walsh 2012; Antón 2014a; Rahier 2014), 
demonstrating not only how indigenous groups are acknowledged with more regularity, but also 
that people understand how to construct “ethnicities,” in language that the government will 
understand. Jean Muteba Rahier, an anthropologist who has conducted research among Afro-
Esmeraldeños since the 1980s, describes struggles for territorial propriety in Ecuador, which 
could, be applied to other countries around Latin America as well: 
Afro-Ecuadorian claims of ownership to ancestral land have not been received by 
Ecuadorian white-mestizo elites in the same way as indigenous claims for land 
have been. The historical trajectory of Afro-Ecuadorians – as imagined by white-
mestizos and indigenous people – has been narrated by officials as being rather 
similar to Europeans’ as they also came from elsewhere – continental African – 
and are not seen as ‘indigenous to the land’ (Rahier 2014: 110). 
 
In Ecuador, the “Ley Orgánica de Tierras Rurales y Territorios Ancestrales” (Organic 
Law of Rural Lands and Ancestral Territories) was introduced in 2016, delineating how to make 
claims to ancestral territories, and given the same natural environment and shared position within 
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mestizaje, similar rhetoric is used among black activists in Ecuador and Colombia. The specifics 
of each country are important: currently, an economy situated in African Palm cultivation is 
booming in Ecuador and Colombia, and multinational corporations regularly abuse the land and 
cause local grievances about territoriality. Perhaps more to the point, deforestation along the 
entire coast of Ecuador has reached epic proportions,17 and while it has not reached the same 
level of devastation in Colombia, the same industry continues to threaten the littoral there as well 
(see Escobar 2008; Asher 2009). Similar issues connected to the natural environment and social 
identity are shared on either side of the border, and Colombians are looking toward Ecuador as 
an example of what could go wrong.18 
 
Borders and Intangible Cultural Heritage 
  
 Two years prior to the First Binational Cabinet, “Marimba music and traditional chants 
and dances from the Colombian South Pacific region” were added to the United Nation’s 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s (hereafter, UNESCO) “Representative List 
of Intangible Cultural Heritage,” demonstrating how the Ecuador-Colombia border influences 
the visibility of Esmeraldas as part of El Pacífico on the international stage. UNESCO accepts 
applications from government institutions that decide to produce documents and research 
necessary for consideration of being added to the list. In 2010, the Colombian Ministry of 
Culture produced an application document for this list, which does not mention Esmeraldas 
                                                        
17 In 2010, deforestation was estimated at 70% with the probability that 100% would be reached 
within 20 years (Yépez 2010). 
18 This recently became apparent to me during conversations with Hugo Candelario González, 
one of Colombia’s most renowned marimba players. 
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(Moreno 2010). Both the application procedures provided by UNESCO as well as the document 
produced by the Colombian Ministry of Culture resulted in the exclusion of Esmeraldas, but only 
a few years after binational meetings between Ecuador and Colombia, a revision was made to the 
list after the Ecuadorian Ministry of Culture produced a document of its own. 
In 2014, under the auspices of the Ecuadorian Ministry of Culture, Pablo Minda 
published La Marimba como Patrimonio Cultural Inmaterial (The Marimba as Intangible 
Cultural Heritage) in an effort to get music from Esmeraldas onto the UNESCO’s list of 
Intangible Cultural Heritage.19 This book is similar to others about music from the region in that 
it presents various musical genres and origin stories and presents information about people and 
instruments in Esmeraldas, differing only in that it is not biographical (cf. Escobar 2000; García 
Salazar 2003; Zuñiga 2008). In the preface of La Marimba, Lucía Chiriboga Vega 
unambiguously contextualizes its national significance, writing, “[In] function of this 
commitment, the National Institute of Cultural Heritage [of Ecuador] has actively promoted the 
development of academic research as is presented here, which is presented to enrich the 
knowledge about Intangible Cultural Heritage of the Afro-descendent population of the country” 
(Chiriboga 2014: 6, my translation). The publication was successful and in 2015 “Marimba 
                                                        
19 As an aside, I would posit that while the intentions of UNESCO may be good, its aim to be a 
global representative seems inherently neocolonial in its dissemination of ideologies that prey on 
the concern for “dying cultures” in often marginalized communities. Similarly, Christoph 
Brumann has demonstrated that the problem of representation has also been hyper-democratized 
in an aim to push against neocolonial critiques of UNESCO. He writes that since 2010, a shift 
has occurred in that, “what is now shared is the right of the nation states to have their candidates 
listed, even against conservation-related concerns, and their already listed sites kept free from 
supranational interference…this shift corresponds to the replacement of key personnel 
responsible for decision-making…[this] turn coincides with the ascendancy of career diplomat, 
that is people with cosmopolitan habituses who, conversely, strive to serve national interests” 
(Brumann 2014: 2177). 
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music and traditional chants and dances from the Colombian South Pacific region and 
Esmeraldas Province of Ecuador” were added to UNESCO’s list.  
The fact that Colombia was added to this list first and that Esmeraldas was a kind of 
revision is a clear example of some of the border’s tangible consequences with regard to 
marimba music. Moreover, UNESCO’s official inscription on its website does not include 
anything about the marimba having been added to the list in 2010, save one entry in its website’s 
archive (UN Audiovisual Library 2010), though newspaper articles from Colombia and abroad 
celebrated this moment (e.g. País 2010; Kraul 2010). When the 2015 revision was made to 
UNESCO’s declaration and Esmeraldas was included, media outlets celebrated the 
announcement with headlines like “The Marimba: The Color of Sound that Breaks Borders” (El 
Telégrafo 2015b). The point is, within the context of international reception, the border 
commonly results in Colombia’s overshadowing of Esmeraldas with regard to questions of music 
from El Pacífico. 
 
Natural Borders and Ancestral Territories 
 
In the construction of nation-states, the environment has regularly played a role in the 
establishment of natural borders (rivers, mountain ranges, deserts), yet government control of 
economically advantageous natural formations (coastal bays, alpine passageways) and resources 
often leads to border conflicts and legislative ambiguities. For example, the Mira river 
demarcated the northern reaches of the Esmeraldas Province until the 1920s, when 
plenipotentiary Alberto Muñoz Vernaza affirmed that previous agreements about the borders 
between Ecuador and Colombia had never been ratified. He explains that a prior “1856 
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agreement was incorrect, because within it, apart from accepting the previous border agreements, 
the additional treaty was repealed and canceled, so Ecuador could reserve its rights in the ports 
of La Tola and Tumaco” (Muñoz Vernaza 1928: 86; see Image 3). Even as economic control was 
ambiguous on the coast of El Pacífico, people throughout the region maintained social and 
economic networks, fortified by musical networks, with people travelling without concern for the 
border, attending and participating in ceremonies and festivals along the same rivers, through the 
same forests, and in the same climate. 
 
Figure 3: Cropping of the Esmeraldas region in the Province of Quito, by Pedro Vincente 
Maldonado, 1750. Notice “Río de Mira” in the northeast corner of the map, just south of 
“Lindero de los Goviernos de Popayán y de las Esmeraldas (source: Villavicencio 1858). 
 
Apart from being described as socially distinct from its respective nations, El Pacífico is 
understood as having its own ecological boundaries. Also known as the Pacific Lowlands and the 
Pacific Littoral, the significance of the region’s ecological characteristics has been influential in 
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early anthropological research about the people there (West 1957), and for good reason. From 
Esmeraldas – Ecuador’s northwestern-most province – all the way north along the coast of 
Colombia until Panama’s southwestern-most Darien province, the environment proves 
demanding for any person living there. It is hot, wet, and humid, with an average temperature of 
25˚C (77˚F), an average rainfall of 2500mm (~98 inches) and a relative humidity of 70-95% 
(Sierra, et al 2009a; see also West 1957). As the meeting point of the Pacific Ocean and the 
Andean Mountains, the vegetation of El Pacífico is rife and resilient; the region is known for 
having one of the highest rates of biodiversity in the world. In fact, because of this biodiversity, 
El Pacífico has been exploited for its natural resources throughout the history of colonization, a 
process that continues today.20 From Buenaventura, Colombia to Esmeraldas, Ecuador is a sub-
region of the El Pacífico called “El Pacifico Sur” (the South Pacific), and the region from the 
north of Buenaventura to the Darien is called “El Pacífico Norte” (the North Pacific) as well as 
“El Chocó.” My main focus will be El Pacífico Sur (see Figure 2), which I will call El Pacífico 
from here on out, unless making specific distinctions. 
The connection between music and the natural environment also plays an important role 
in the construction of borders and boundaries in El Pacífico, not only for its idiosyncrasies, but 
for the political demarcation of “ancestral territories.” First, the combination of local raw 
materials used to construct the instruments, the instruments themselves, and the sounds they 
produce are unique in the world. Furthermore, knowledge about local raw materials in the 
construction of instruments is fundamentally important to the maintenance of this music. 
Ecological conditions provide sonic idiosyncrasies that emerge as significant within social life: 
                                                        
20 See Beatty-Medina 2002, Escobar 2008, and Asher 2009 for detailed explanations of this 
process.
 32 
learning how to play the marimba from birds, the influence of shifting water tables on tuning 
marimbas, songs about the flow of water. In this way, we see how the connection between 
people and their natural environment is important to the social boundaries of El Pacífico and the 
countries within which it resides. The objective conditions of the natural environment have also 
facilitated social networks that are integral to musical performance: people have traveled along 
the same rivers for centuries in order to attend musical events. 
In 2016, a new law was established in Ecuador that allows people to claim collective 
ownership over territories that are deemed “ancestral.” Here, as people claim territories that are 
legitimized by state authorities, we see the construction of borders. Since the second half of the 
19th century, the economy in Esmeraldas has been described as “boom-bust” (Hauser 1961; 
Whitten 1965), involving foreign companies arriving to the region, exploiting local labor, and 
devastating the ecosystem, only to leave as soon as their market aims dissipate or their natural 
resources dwindle. The 2016 law provides, in essence, a methodology of how to explain why 
culture is connected to the natural environment, highlighting medicine, agriculture, and cultural 
expression as mediations of the relationship between humans and nature. As I described above, 
activism and political legislation around territorial disputes are common in Latin America, but 
moreover, this Ecuadorian law demonstrates how “many ecomusicological concerns are matters 
of social life as much as they are matters of humanity’s relationship to the environment (Silvers 
2018: 26). The natural environment has facilitated the maintenance of social networks in El 
Pacífico contrary to adverse systems of colonialism, slavery, and internal conflict, and music’s 
relationship to it is sonically perceivable and postured as being integrated with it. 
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Music and the Marimba Cultural Complex in Esmeraldas 
 
 In this dissertation I focus on marimba music, which is rooted in a participatory tradition 
and has myriad contexts of meaning as it appears in recordings and staged events like music 
festivals, political rallies, and private parties. Marimba also exists within a larger musical sphere, 
the marimba cultural complex (Minda 2014), which encompasses three other principal genres, 
including arrullos, chigualos, and alabados. Unlike marimba music, these three genres are 
explicitly spiritual: arrullos celebrate Catholic Saints or Virgins; chigualos are performed for a 
recently deceased child (known as angelito); alabados are sung for recently deceased adults (see 
also Whitten 1994: Chapter 6; Birenbaum Quintero 2019: 46-52). Arrullos and chigualos share 
musical forms, percussion instruments, and a celebratory sentiment, although the marimba is 
usually not present at either kind of event. Arrullos are still widely prevalent in participatory as 
well as presentational settings, while the marimba is much more common in the latter. Alabados 
are distinct from the other three genres in that they are sung without instrumental 
accompaniment, have a slow tempo, an unclear beat, and a generally somber sound. While music 
of the marimba is distinct, it is connected to arrullos, chigualos, and alabados, as the same people 
participate in or attend events centered around all of them, informing the general aesthetic of the 
marimba cultural complex. Also, while the focus of this dissertation is marimba music, arrullos 
will emerge throughout, as I attended several of them and worked closely with a highly respected 
cantadora (woman lead singer in El Pacífico, also known as arrulladora in Esmeraldas) named 
Rosa Wila. In this section, I will describe the characteristics of marimba music, pointing out how 
it aligns with other genres of the complex when necessary.  
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 There are many different layers of marimba music that interlock across a temporal space 
manipulated differently by instruments and voices, facilitating diverse interactions between 
performers. For example, the marimba is typically divided into two different parts, where one 
person plays the bordón, an ostinato with little variation in the lower register, and a second 
person plays the tiple,21 a higher-register part that plays in heterophony with the singers. The 
bordón usually starts a marimba performance, followed by the tiple, and each part interlocks with 
one another, providing a means for the marimberos22 to interact directly, and create a sound that 
pulls the listener’s attention toward two registers simultaneously. The bordón mostly involves 
strokes that alternate between each hand, while on the tiple, two notes are often heard 
simultaneously or in rapid succession (not unlike a flam on a snare drum). The intervals 
produced on the tiple are mostly thirds, fourths, fifths, and octaves, and a marimbero transitions 
between each interval in a sweeping motion, moving up the keyboard or opening and closing the 
mallets between larger and smaller intervals. The marimba is generally understood as an 
instrument for experienced musicians, and the tiple is typically reserved for the most 
experienced, as it involves more technical ability and dexterity as it follows the singers’ 
melodies, jumps octaves, improvises, and, guides other musical participants. 
 Drums that accompany the marimba also interact on various levels, which is visually 
apparent when drummers lean toward or away from each other when trading rhythmic phrases, 
                                                        
21 In Colombia, the term requinta is commonly used for the same part, but tiple is also 
understood by Colombian musicians. 
22 marimba players, singular marimbero. Sometimes the term marimbista is also used, and the 
distinction is made for two reasons: in Esmeraldas, some people choose to use the term 
marimbero for anyone that is involved in marimba performance, be it marimba player, drummer, 
singer, or dancer, and so marimbista is used specifically in reference to the marimba player. The 
term marimbero is also avoided sometimes because the same term is used in Colombia for a 
person who smokes marijuana. I, however, found that the term marimbero was used most 
commonly in reference to a person who plays marimba. 
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but is also clearly audible in the drums’ pitch organization. The bombo bass drum and the conical 
cununo hand drum are of different pitch ranges, the latter of which is commonly divided into sets 
of two, with one higher (hembra) and one lower (macho) drum. There are commonly multiple 
bomberos23 in participatory settings, but if there is only one, the fifth beat is typically 
emphasized in a six-beat cycle by striking the thicker head of the drum (made of venado skin, a 
local deer) and creating the loudest tone and the deepest pitch in the ensemble. Simultaneously, 
the free hand of the bombero thwacks the wooden-side of the drum with a thick stick, orienting 
the rest of the musicians, akin to the “timeline” used in sub-Saharan African music (Birenbaum 
Quintero 2019: 100-101). Here, common rhythms include playing beats one, three, four, and 
five; quarter notes across measures of 6/8; hitting the first beat on every count of three; or 
doubling that and creating the most ubiquitous timeline in Esmeraldas: ONE TWO three FOUR 
FIVE six (see Example 1). 
 
Example 1: Bombo Patterns. “X” indicates stick on side of the drum. Filled diamonds indicate 
closed strokes on the head of the drum, while empty diamonds indicate open strokes. 
 
                                                        
23 bombo player 
Pattern #1 Pattern #2
Pattern #3 Pattern #4
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There is a great deal of improvisation on the bombo, and often in participatory settings the 
bombero will establish a new ostinato that interlocks with the singers while also providing a new 
pattern for the rest of the drummers to do the same.  
 A bombero can make or break a performance if he (drums are usually played by men) is 
not able to enter properly with the marimba or the singers, or if elaborations do not fit within the 
rhythmic cycle. In multiple participatory events, I saw bomberos fail to provide a steady 
foundation to the music, provoking the women to make everybody stop playing and find a 
replacement. Women are the organizers and lead singers of arrullos, giving them an aesthetic 
authority, which is respected in contexts of marimba music as well. The following arrullo24 that I 
heard at a celebration of the Virgin of Carmen demonstrates this authority, in which the 
cantadora pits her two bomberos, and in this example, two countries, in competition.25 
de los dos bomberos uno toca major 
de los dos bomberos uno toca major 
uno es de Colombia 
y el otro del Ecuador 
 
of the two bomberos, one plays better 
of the two bomberos, one plays better 
one is from Colombia 
and the other is from Ecuador
As is standard in most arrullos, in this one the cantadora sings the first three lines, the 
respondedoras sing the last line together, and an alternation between lines three and four 
continue, but with lyrical and melodic improvisations by the cantadora. The cantadora-
respondedora alternation in this arrullo creates an interesting power dynamic, where the leader 
sings for the Colombian bombero, while the group sings for Ecuadorian one. Although this 
                                                        
24 In Esmeraldas, arrullo is used in reference to the ceremonial context, any song performed or 
associated with that context, and even the first two lines of the song, which are performed by the 
cantadora alone, leading the group’s entrance. In Colombia, the term juga is used as the genre of 
songs associated with arrullos (Birenbaum Quintero 2019: 33), a distinction that is not made in 
Esmeraldas. 
25I heard this song two times in participatory settings in Esmeraldas—when Colombians were 
visiting to participate musically—but I don’t know if it is played on the other side of the border. 
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arrullo does not address the border explicitly, it does speak to how people think about and 
experience Ecuador and Colombia as two distinct populations.  
 The cununos highlight the triple feel in the music, which is visually apparent in the hands 
of the cununeros.26 They will often play or ghost a straight roll through all the beats, highlighting 
some of them with a change in dynamics or a slap on the head, in response to the rest of the 
drummers. There are usually at least two cununos, and their division into macho and hembra 
emulates the open and closed strokes of the bombo with the open tones on each drum, while 
closed tones or slaps reinforce the timeline, and in arranged and rehearsed performance 
ensembles, there is typically one person playing both cununos (see Example 2). In participatory 
settings, interlocking patterns change in response to singers or other drummers, which happens 
often because of the improvisatory and interactive character of the music. 
 
Example 2: Basic cununo pattern for macho and hembra played by one person. “X” indicates 
closed or slapped tone on hembra, while diamonds indicate open tones, the upper being the 
hembra and lower being the macho. 
 
 In marimba music, lead singers are known as glosadora or glosador, while in arrullos, 
they are known as cantadoras, and both involve a chorus of respondedoras. The call-and-
response form of the singing is the most obvious of interactive elements in the music, but the 
way a lead singer may manipulate the melody can capture the attention of a drummer, and new 
interlocking patterns between the drums and the singers may arise. The singers (and often other 
people as well) hold and shake guasás, which are made out of a section of bamboo about 
                                                        
26 Cununo player. 
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eighteen inches long, filled with seeds, and pierced with pegs made of chonta wood to restrict the 
flow of seeds. The guasá marks the beat with the most consistency of any other instrument, but 
when there are many—upwards of fifteen shakers might be present when people bring 
homemade maracas to the party—each shaker might mark a different beat, play a different 
pattern, or perhaps, the person holding it is more concerned with singing than shaking.  
 What the shakers do, in effect, is provide a sonic sheet upon which participants can lay, 
or beneath less confident musicians can hide. The plethora of sound created by the other 
instruments provides another stratum: one head of the bombo is not played, but reverberates 
extensively, as it is made of a thinner skin (from tatabra, a local variety of boar); the cununo is 
closed on the bottom, so all the sound produced by the head goes down to the bottom of the drum 
bounces back and comes out from whence it came; the marimba produces so many overtones any 
key’s fundamental can get lost in the mix (see also Birenbaum Quintero 2019: 41-42). All of this, 
combined with substantial force used to play the drums, is what the singers have to interact with, 
and if they can’t do it well or if they don’t have the energy to perform loud enough, someone 
takes their place, a rule that goes for the instrumentalists as well. 
 In the realm of Afro-Esmeraldeño marimba music, a canon of temas, a term which 
references the melodies, rhythmic variations, lyrics, and dance (see Ritter 1998: 73-74), has been 
established over the years, which rehearsed ensembles regularly draw from and create their own 
arrangements. Such canonic temas include bambuco, torbellino, aguas, caramba, caderona, 
canoita, and andarele. Apart from these classics, temas that I have heard in participatory 
contexts include patacoré, peregoyo, and sanjuanito, and still others are known by musicians and 
folklorists, but less commonly used in performances today, such as berejú, amanece y amanece, 
guabaleña, chafireña, la jota, and fabriciano. The majority of these temas are in compound 
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duple meter, which is interesting, given the most famous of all, andarele—which legendary 
glosadora Petita Palma calls the “hymn of Esmeraldas”—is in simple duple meter. Along with 
andarele, the sanjuanito is in duple meter, and both temas are regularly referenced as proof to 
the indigenous influence on marimba music in Esmeraldas (see Birenbaum Quintero 2019: 87; 
Chapter 2 of this dissertation). A third kind of duple-meter rhythm that most commonly 
accompanies arrullos and chigualos is the bunde, which typically has the slowest tempo of all the 
rhythms. The duple-meter marimba tunes are distinct, and andarele, for example, can just 
reference the rhythm of the bombo. The sanjuanito also has a distinct rhythm, and while it is not 
as pervasive as andarele or the bunde, it is worth highlighting the rhythmic variety that exists 
across these three duple-meter rhythms (see Example 3). 
 
Example 3: Duple meter rhythms. From top to bottom: andarele, san juanito, bunde. “X” 
indicates hits on wooden-side of bombo and black notes indicate tones on drumhead 
 
 The lyrics of marimba temas address topics of identity, the natural environment, and 
sonic and somatic sensibility. There are various archetypal characters that appear in songs whose 
identities are informed by generation, gender, sexuality, spirituality, and mythology. Torbellino, 
for example, is about a mischievous boy that always escapes from home in search of a marimba 
dance, sometimes encountering la tunda, the ghost of a dead woman who frightens children into 
paralysis, carries them into the woods and force-feeds them shrimp. Probably the second-most 
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famous tema in Esmeraldas, caderona, which literally means “big-hipped woman,” contains 
lyrics sung by the glosador/a that describe the movement of the dancers, while the chorus 
responds with a flirtatious “caderona, come here and shake it.”27 Interestingly, as the chorus 
members are typically women, this flirtatious phrase effectively calls the caderona away from 
the men, which, in fact, aligns with the gender boundaries common in traditional marimba music, 
where men and women typically perform sexually conservative relationships, the dance itself 
being called “the dance of respect” (see Whitten 1974; Zuñiga 2008). In a more explicit lyrical 
declaration of performative sensibilities, a version of bambuco explains that “to dance the 
bambuco//you must be talented//to follow the meter//played by the instruments” (see Example 
4). 
 I want to briefly emphasize bambuco in this discussion of temas, because it is 
representative of musical form in Esmeraldas and also points to relationships across the Ecuador-
Colombia border. In Esmeraldas, there are two names given to the basic drum patterns played in 
the majority of marimba music in Esmeraldas, one being “6/8,”28 and the other being 
bambuquiao, a derivative of bambuco, basically, “bambuco-ed.” In Colombia, bambuco is the 
name of a specific tema, which is also known as bambuco viejo or currulao, the latter of which is 
also a word used in Colombia for marimba music in general (see Birenbaum Quintero 2019: 33). 
The point is, in both Ecuador and Colombia, bambuco is fundamentally important to marimba 
                                                        
27 This is my translation of “caderona, vení menéate,” which literally means “come, wiggle 
yourself,” which doesn’t quite sound musically analogous in English. Also, “vení” is a command 
form of the verb “to come” which is used less frequently, but when it is, in playful conversation. 
28 For example, in the dance rehearsals I observed at the conservatory in Esmeraldas, the bombo 
was often the only instrument present and ensemble directors would regularly tell the bombero to 
give them a “seis por ocho” (six by eight) in order to begin a choreography. 
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music, and specifically with regard to rhythm and meter, bambuquiao and currulao are very 
closely related if not synonymous.29  
 The bambuquiao, which is represented in the bombo transcriptions above (Example 1), 
has many variations, but its basic rhythms are typically organized in groups of six beats, hence 
the 6/8 denomination. The influence of the bambuquiao pattern is actually so pervasive that 
virtually all notations of marimba music are designated metrically as 6/8, though, majority of 
melodies in the Esmeraldas canon—on marimba or in vocal parts—occur in twelve beat cycles. 
Melodies regularly accent beats just around the downbeat, making the music sound syncopated, 
and in general, there is a characteristic approach to performing rhythms and melodies that 
involves moving between accenting pluses that highlight the triple and duple feels inherent to 6/8 
or 12/8 meters. In Example 4 below, I provide notation of bambuco taught to me by Alberto 
Castillo, which shows how these twelve-beat phrases occur in the marimba and vocal parts. In 
Appendix E, I provide a lengthier transcription that includes a standardized set of marimba 
patterns that may typically follow a vocal introduction that is performed by the glosador/a, who 
is accompanied by the respondedoras only on the last vowel of the last word of the lead singer’s 
phrase, which repeats several times. This type of form is less uncommon in Esmeraldas, and 
while I heard many different arrangements of bambuco, the only time I have heard this kind of 
form was with Alberto and his mother’s group Tierra Caliente, and a version of bambuco by the 
group Don Naza y el Grupo Bambuco. It seems that this vocal introduction is standard in 
Colombian marimba music, known as the churreo, which is followed by the jondeo, which 
                                                        
29 In a clear demonstration of how important bambuco is to the music in the region, Birenbaum 
Quintero (2019: 94-103) provides an extensive analysis of how the rhythm can be heard 
throughout Latin American and European genres of the past and present, thereby representing 
diverse transnational, geographic, and historical social interaction facilitated through music. 
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includes more instrumental variation and shorter call-and-response phrases (see Birenbaum 
Quintero 2009: 76-78). 
 
Example 4: Transcription of bambuco as taught by Alberto Castillo (see Appendix E for more 
extensive transcription). 
  
 Also, while bambuco points to relationships of musical aesthetics and rhythms across the 
Ecuador-Colombia border, two other temas are consistently claimed as being of Ecuadorian 
invention. The first is andarele, which is significant in that it is a duple-meter rhythm, making it 
pa_____ ra        bailar     el            bambu____co pa_____ ra        bailar     el            bambu
__co hay que    tener    buen          talen_____to hay que    tener    buen          talen_
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rather unique within the marimba repertoire, which is generally in compound duple meter. 
Musicians in Esmeraldas will be the first to tell you that andarele is Ecuadorian, and even 
musicians in Colombia that play and record andarele agree. The other tema that points to 
Ecuadorian and Colombian repertoires is caderona, and while people in Esmeraldas have told 
me that it is specifically Ecuadorian, I have not heard the same claim made by Colombians. That 
said, it is a standard for any marimba ensemble in Esmeraldas, and I have not heard it performed 
by an ensemble from Colombia. Moreover, while andarele may be the most ubiquitous tema, 
caderona was arranged and recorded by La Grupa, a rock band from Quito, which earned a great 
deal of success and continues to sound on national radio stations in Ecuador on occasion. 
 Apart from depicting social identities, indicating national particularities, and referencing 
sonic and somatic sensibilities, lyrics discuss people’s interactions with the natural environment, 
describing unforgiving weather, avenues of travel, or metaphors of social relationships. A 
version of aguas, for example, describes the strength of river currents and their effect on the 
surrounding environment. 
el río se está creciendo 
se formó la correntada 
 
la correntada está dura 
va bajando palizada 
 
los esteros y quebradas 
están todos rebozados 
 
the river is growing 
a relentless current has formed 
 
the current is strong 
carrying debris 
 
the estuaries and distributaries 
are flooded 
In Colombia, the song “Río Timbiquí,” about a river in Colombia, describes the force of the 
water and asks the river to allow the singer to emerge from its strong current, demonstrating 
similar themes throughout El Pacífico. The unforgiving nature of the environment appears 
throughout many arrullos as well, depicting saints, virgins, and their devotees sailing for days 
and nights, being halted by changing tides and strong river currents, or bouncing around at sea. 
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In one of Rosa Wila’s popular arrullos, the singer finds herself on the open ocean, trying to learn 
to read a book given to her by Saint Anthony. 30 
Antonio me dio un librito pa’ que leyera 
Y como yo no sabía lo fui a leer en el mar 
afuera 
Pin pon, en el mar afuera 
pin pon, en el mar afuera 
 
Antonio gave me a book to read 
And since I didn’t know how, I went to read 
out at sea 
Pin pin, out at sea 
Pin pin, out at sea 
 Throughout this section, I have mentioned various differences in musical characteristics 
between presentational and participatory contexts, which I will expand on throughout this 
dissertation. However, I want to briefly highlight the important relationship between marimba 
music and arrullos, because they are generally compartmentalized, given their respective secular 
and spiritual designations. Before the last quarter of the 20th century, marimba music was 
practiced every Saturday throughout communities in Esmeraldas in designated buildings known 
as casas de la marimba (marimba houses) or cabildos (Whitten 1974; Ritter 1998; Macera 2007; 
Caicedo 2015). Today, participatory marimba events still occur, but typically only during 
important festival periods, such as the end of October, Christmas, and Holy Week. Arrullos, 
however, are performed at participatory settings in rural and urban parts of Esmeraldas 
throughout the year for the veneration of patron saints. There are a number of popular patron 
saints in Esmeraldas, and as their celebration days occur annually, so do arrullos occur in their 
name, some of the most common being Saint Martin of Porres, the Virgin of Mercy, the Virgin 
of Carmen, and Saint Anthony. Marimba is not necessary for an arrullo, and in fact it is rather 
uncommon in participatory settings, where the cantadoras lead the music. Marimbas 
                                                        
30 “Pin pon” is an onomatopoeic term that references the boat rocking on the waves of the water. 
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accompanying arrullos are more common in presentational settings,31 as I will show in the 
second half of this dissertation. 
 
Outline of Chapters 
 
 In the following chapter, I provide histories of Esmeraldas from the perspective of 
colonialists, cimarrones, Chachis, and contemporary Ecuadorian intellectuals in order to look at 
subversive engagement with colonial powers, the roots of racialization, and the persistence of 
marimba music through enslavement systems, the boom-bust economy, and upper-class efforts 
to denigrate the instrument, its related styles, and anyone involved in their performance. I present 
relationships between Afro-Esmeraldeños and Chachis throughout history in order to show how 
they lived in relative autonomy from each other for many generations, and that the marimba 
provided a means for Afro-Chachi relationships to flourish. I argue that the interculturality 
legislated by the Ecuadorian government had already been established in Esmeraldas for at least 
a century, most clearly represented in the shared musical practices throughout the region. 
 Continuing to focus on the ideology of interculturality and Afro-Chachi relations in the 
present, in Chapter 2 I examine unique characteristics of marimba music along the Cayapas 
River in the norther sector of Esmeraldas, known locally as “El Norte,”32 and how the instrument 
is utilized as an emblem for groups that are distinguished in the eyes of the Ecuadorian State and 
within the national imaginary. One of the key aspects of shared experience that I present is the 
natural environment, how it informs music-making, the construction of instruments, and the 
                                                        
31 The most famous arrullo in Esmeraldas is for Saint Anthony, and unlike most other arrullos, it 
is often arranged for staged marimba groups as well.  
32 or “la zona norte.” 
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concern for territorial propriety. I argue that Afro-Esmeraldeños and Chachis are obligated to 
highlight their differences in order to demonstrate participation within discourses of 
interculturality and develop legitimacy in claims for ancestral territory. 
 In Chapter 3, I follow the life of singer-songwriter and marimba builder Benjamin 
Vanegas and my involvement with his ensemble Grupo Taribo. I contextualize his aspirations 
within the ideology of ethnoeducation, and present his life and career as typical for a musician 
interested in working within transnational and local styles of music. Specifically, I look at 
ethnoeducation’s strategies of “unlearning in order to be able to relearn,” which involve working 
toward a goal of being able to compartmentalize musical habits associated with traditional and 
popular styles in the region. The chapter provides some of my own reflexive interpretations of 
the process of developing folklore and working with highly respected traditional musicians from 
the region. I argue that the ideologies and strategies of ethnoeducation provide means to oppose 
and contest hegemonies that have dominated Ecuadorian nationalism throughout the 20th 
century. 
 The final chapter is the presentation of a recording project involving musicians and 
producers from Ecuador and Colombia. The group was given the name Río Mira, which is the 
same Río Mira that used to demarcate the northern border of Esmeraldas, but in this case, it 
represents the people and their cultural expressions that cross the Ecuador-Colombia border. I 
present the development of the El Pacífico music market, the group’s constant highlighting of 
sameness that exists across the border, and the specific musical contributions of each musician 
and producer to the project. I argue that the album is binational in that its production was 
founded upon the presumption of sameness that exists throughout El Pacífico, but that certain 
sonically perceivable idiosyncrasies can be attributed to the Ecuador-Colombia border. 
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CHAPTER 1: 
 
AFRO-INDIGENOUS INTERCULTURALITY SINCE COLONIALISM: HISTORIES 
OF MUSIC AND MIGRATION IN ESMERALDAS, ECUADOR 
 
 
 The significance of marimba music in the present is informed by the social boundaries 
and intercultural relationships addressed in the region’s oral and written histories from the early 
colonial period. The focus of this chapter is on histories of migration and settlement of two 
groups in particular: Afro-Esmeraldeños and the indigenous Chachis. Both were displaced to 
Esmeraldas, both maintained substantial governmental autonomy during the colonial period, and 
both maintain oral histories about the colonial period today. Moreover, both also remained 
mostly autonomous from each other for the first half of the colonial period, and the introduction 
of the marimba to the region sometime in the 18th century marks an important period in history 
when Afro-Chachi interculturality began to emerge. Since the 1990s, political movements in 
Ecuador were deeply informed by interculturalidad, or interculturality, an ideology involving 
education and cultural exchange between populations in the country with distinct world views. 
Interculturality was written into Ecuador’s 2008 constitution, and in this chapter, I will chronicle 
how historical interculturality in Esmeraldas aligns with current intercultural discourses in 
Ecuador. The shifting relationships between Afro-Esmeraldeños and indigenous Chachis since 
the 16th century demonstrate how the marimba facilitates Afro-Chachi intercultural relationships. 
 To begin this chapter, I will address how concepts of race and ethnicity in Ecuador are 
inherently interconnected to interculturality and how colonialists and local inhabitants of 
Esmeraldas influence the construction of social boundaries. Then, I will look specifically at the 
history of Afro-Esmeraldeños and the indigenous Chachis arriving to the region and their distinct 
relationships with the crown during the colonial period. It seems clear that there were Afro-
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Esmeraldeños and Chachis in Esmeraldas before the marimba, and looking at where and when 
the instrument arrived clarifies the its capacity as an intercultural medium. After the colonial 
period, foreign companies began exploiting natural resources and local labor, which has 
continued into the present, affecting Afro-Esmeraldeño and Chachi social boundaries and 
territorial borders. Concluding the chapter, I will return to the concept of interculturality and 
examine increasing Afro-Chachi exchange throughout the 20th century. 
 
Afro-Indigenous Relations during the Colonial Period and Interculturality in Ecuador 
 
The concept of interculturality is pertinent to this chapter for two reasons. First, Afro-
Chachi relations involve the construction of social boundaries with regard to shared places, 
musical traditions, and relationships with colonial powers. Second, interculturality is a salient 
political discourse in present-day Ecuador that arose as a means to oppose upper-class control of 
the nation-state through demonstrating the diversity of cultural groups in the country while 
simultaneously unifying them in their quality as being underrepresented in the government. As 
Norman Whitten explains, the relationship between interculturality and the reinforcement of 
social boundaries is only “seemingly paradoxical” and its explicit purpose is “understanding 
other ways of thought and action” (Whitten 2011: 118). How oral and written histories inform 
the significance of the marimba among Afro-Esmeraldeños and Chachis can help clarify how 
these two groups understand each other’s ways of thought and action. 
One of the main ideologies that interculturality emerged in opposition to was mestizaje, a 
type of ostensible mixing, mainly between indigenous people and people of Spanish descent. 
Whitten, in unambiguous terms, explains how mestizaje was introduced specifically as a way to 
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supposedly improve the bloodline of inferior (read: non-European) people, defining the term as, 
“the breeding of domesticated with wild to improve the stock, or the breed, of the ‘blood,’ or the 
‘race’” (Whitten 2011: 28). During the 20th century, mestizaje’s miscegenation shifted toward 
social boundaries, and scholars have demonstrated that such ostensible “mixing” was in fact 
better labeled blanqueamiento, or whitening, as it prioritized cultural practices and social norms 
of the white upper class (Whitten 1998a; Whitten 2003; Rahier 2003; Walsh 2009; Wong 2012). 
As such, interculturality is, in many ways, a manifestation of the realization that mestizaje was a 
lie created by a colonialist government. 
Interculturality emerged in tandem with the idea of conceptualizing Ecuador as 
“plurinational,” that is, as having various nations living within the same country. A key purpose 
of plurinacionalidad, or plurinationality, is to afford minority populations control of their own 
destinies within an autonomous territory that is also part of a unitary state (Antón 2013: 357). In 
order to avoid state fragmentation that plurinationality could produce, interculturality was 
introduced as a means to facilitate plurinational integration by “[requiring] the general populace 
to think and act ‘with’ ancestral principles, knowledges, and communities, assuming these 
principles and knowledges are valid for all” (Walsh 2010: 19). Since interculturality’s 
indoctrination into Article 1 of the 2008 Ecuadorian constitution, various scholars have 
welcomed it as a useful approach that combats ethnocentrism and opens new doors for Afro-
Ecuadorian and indigenous groups (e.g., Walsh 2009; Yépez 2010; Whitten 2011; Antón 2013; 
Rahier 2014; Lara 2016). 
 As mestizaje is based in Spanish-Indigenous relations, people of African descent were 
left out of nation-building projects in Ecuador through the entirety of the 20th century, and were 
not even mentioned in the Ecuadorian constitution until 1998. Indigenismo, which involves the 
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incorporation of indigenous imagery and cultural expression within nationalist movements 
during the first half of the 20th century in Latin American countries, contributed to contemporary 
conceptions of indigenous people as the archetypal Other. As such, this left people of African 
descent in an ambiguous position as Others, but not the Others that would work for constructing 
national identities (Stutzman 1981; Rahier 2003; Wade 2010 [1997]). How people of African 
descent navigate this liminal Other/not-Other space within political movements has seen 
increasing attention in recent years in ways that complicate black-indigenous dichotomies within 
political movements (e.g., Hooker 2005; Anderson 2007; Greene 2007b; Ng’Weno 2007; 
Whitten 2011; Rahier 2012b; Walsh 2012). This deconstruction of the black-indigenous 
dichotomy has also become increasingly relevant in scholarship about the colonial period 
throughout the Americas (e.g., Forbes 1993; Restall 2008; Beatty 2012; Bryant 2012), which is 
especially pertinent to this chapter and Esmeraldas in general. 
 In Ecuador, a new interpretation of Afro-Indigenous relations called zambaje has 
emerged specifically in opposition to mestizaje. Zambaje is a revisionary ideology about the 
history of Esmeraldas that refocuses would-be coincidental kinship relations to strategically anti-
colonial biological mixing of black and indigenous people (Rueda 2001; Rueda 2010; Whitten 
2011; Yépez 2011; Antón 2014; Rahier 2014). The term zambo references a person of Afro-
Indigenous ancestry, and while it is not used with great frequency today in the vernacular, 33 it is 
ubiquitous within oral histories about Esmeraldas, and how an autonomous region known as the 
                                                        
33 The term, for example is used throughout the famous Esmeraldeño novel Juyungo (Ortiz 
1943). Other than being used in descriptions of history, I only heard the term as a colloquialism 
one time in Ecuador, which was notable, as it was used during a national television interview that 
I participated on with the group Taribo. After doing a brief performance, the host of the show 
complimented the group’s singer Benjamin Vanegas, saying, “Wow, that zambo has quite a 
voice.” Benjamin, however, has never used this term in reference to himself, and typically either 
self-identifies as negro or mulato. 
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“Zambo Republic” was established during the 16th century by self-liberated Africans allied with 
indigenous groups and their descendants, who were also able to forge politically advantageous 
relationships with Spanish representatives of the crown. 
 Cimarrones, a term used for self-liberated people of African descent, established 
independent communities known as palenques34 throughout Latin America during the colonial 
period. Scholars began to study such “Maroon Societies” (Price 1996, et al) of the past and 
present, led by Richard Price’s work with the Saramaka in Suriname (Price 1983). Increasing 
case studies about cimarrones and the history of slavery have demonstrated not only that many 
people rejected enslavement and escaped, but that such a conceptualization about slavery as the 
only determining factor in the history of people of African descent is also problematized. 
Cimarronaje, as Catherine Walsh puts it, “represents and constructs freedom, proffers life, and 
enables the continuity of the ancestral, despite, outside, and/or in the margins of the nation and 
state” (Walsh 2012: 21). Moreover, some indigenous groups in Latin America also reject slavery 
as a determining factor in the identities of people of African descent (Whitten and Corr 1999).  
 In sum, the notions of zambaje and cimarronaje should be taken as politicized terms that 
are self-affirmations of identity that not only reject mestizaje in the present, but also characterize 
the history and people of Esmeraldas. Moreover, the cimarrones learned about social norms and 
cultural practices of Europeans since before their arrival and throughout their time in 
Esmeraldas, and though they maintained significant autonomy, they were still engaged with and 
a part of the modern capitalist world imposed by colonialism.35 Afro-Esmeraldeños and Chachis 
resisted colonialism and mestizaje since the 16th century, and how they eventually became 
                                                        
34 Known as quilombos in Brazil. 
35 See also Birenbaum Quintero (2019: 61-64) for an explanation of “black cosmopolitans” and a 
historiographic parallel in Colombia. 
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interconnected over the centuries demonstrates how they are an ideal case study to examine 
interculturality. While the second half of this dissertation focuses specifically on Afro-
Esmeraldeño marimba music, Afro-Chachi interculturality should not be overlooked in 
understanding the role of indigenous people to region’s history, especially as Esmeraldas is 
considered part of the African diaspora. 
 
 
Early Autonomy in Esmeraldas: Afro-Esmeraldeño and Chachi Origin Stories 
 
Libre por rebelde y por rebelde grande 
Free by rebellion, and by rebellion great 
—Esmeraldas Motto 
 
Oral and written histories as well as colonial-era accounts of Esmeraldas reveal that Afro-
Esmeraldeños and Chachis remained mostly autonomous from each other until the 19th century, 
yet both groups experienced displacement, interacted with members of the clergy and 
government, and received racialized ascriptions within the same colonial system.36 The 
cimarrones and Chachis not only had to struggle in a new natural environment, but also navigate 
new relationships with the Real Audiencia de Quito (The Royal Audience of Quito, hereafter 
Audiencia, see Figure 4),37 as well as other local indigenous groups. Throughout the colonial 
period, both groups sought to gain and maintain autonomy, which at times led to conflict, but 
strategic concessions to the crown and clergy allowed them to demonstrate legitimacy for the 
control of their own territories. Today, among Afro-Esmeraldeños and Chachis, oral histories 
highlight how they settled in Esmeraldas to avoid colonial control, and how they have 
maintained social boundaries and cultural practices into the present. 
                                                        
36 This caste system, or taxonomy of “breeds” was the precursor to mestizaje (Whitten 2011: 11). 
37 The Audiencia functioned out of Quito from 1563-1779. 
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Figure 4: Map of South America with Ecuador indicated by lighter green and the Real 
Audiencia de Quito, which functioned out of Quito from 1563-1779, indicated by yellow. 
 
The following narratives about cimarrones and Chachis are drawn from two primary 
sources from the 16th century (Cabello Balboa 1583 [2001]); de Torres 1597 [2001]), and various 
contemporary historians and anthropologists from the 20th century. The main primary source 
about the cimarrones comes from letters written to the King of Spain by Miguel Cabello Balboa, 
who had spent months in Esmeraldas for the purpose of christianizing the cimarrones and 
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reducing them into the crown’s authority.38 His letters, while describing violent interactions 
between the cimarrones and indigenous groups, also argue that a particular cimarrón,39 Alonso 
de Illescas, maintained order and should be granted governmental authority over the region. The 
primary source about the Chachis comes from the friar Gaspar de Torres, who, like Cabello, also 
arrived for the purpose of christianization and reduction. His account is shorter, and mainly 
describes the lifestyle and agriculture of the Chachis as well as the various churches that he 
established in order to carry-out several mass baptisms. 
These early descriptions demonstrate how black and indigenous people were racialized 
during the period, with the former being consistently characterized as ruthless and violent and 
the latter as passive and nonviolent. This dichotomy in Esmeraldas has been increasingly 
questioned into the present (e.g., Whitten 2007; Whitten 2011; Rahier 2014), a position that this 
chapter also takes. The polarization of black and indigenous people that is so prevalent in 
historical accounts makes little sense today with new historiographies about the region that show 
the prevalence of Afro-Indigenous relations (e.g., Lane 2002; Yépez 2010; Beatty-Medina 2012; 
Bryant 2014). Afro-Chachi interculturality is important to address because during the colonial 
period, the cimarrones and the Chachis remained mostly separated, and the following pages 
examine where, when, why, and how they interacted and negotiated power relations. 
 
 
 
                                                        
38 The term “reduce” in this context is in one sense a reference to imposed assimilation into 
Spanish colonialism through state authority, religious conversion, and social norms, as well as a 
quantitative reference in the sense of “reducing” the amount of people that are living outside of 
the “Holy See.” 
39 Cimarrón is the singular form of cimarrones. 
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Afro-Esmeraldeño Oral and Colonial Histories 
 
The first known African to arrive in Esmeraldas was Andres Mangache in 1545, 
accompanied by an indigenous woman from Nicaragua, when they found themselves 
shipwrecked along the northern coast of Esmeraldas. The most common story today about early 
contact between Africans and indigenous people in Esmeraldas is that of Alonso de Illescas from 
1553, which will be discussed in detail below. Here, the story of Mangache and his Nicaraguan 
partner indicates the importance of zambaje’s history in the region, as it demonstrates that Afro-
Indigenous relations coincided with the arrival of Africans in Esmeraldas. While Mangache is 
much less prevalent in the contemporary oral history of Esmeraldas, the children that he had with 
his indigenous Nicaraguan partner—especially their son Francisco de Arobe and his two 
children—are arguably the three most visually ubiquitous cimarrones, and zambos for that 
matter, in Latin American scholarship.  
Arobe and his sons have reached such fame in scholarship because in the year 1599, they 
made a trip to Quito to demand political autonomy for their supposed 100,000 constituents living 
in Esmeraldas (Whitten and Quiroga 1998: 80). This trip was immortalized in the portrait 
“Esmeraldas Ambassadors” (see Figure 5), painted by Adrián Sánchez Gallque, a Spanish-
trained indigenous painter. The painting is so ubiquitous because it not only shows three men 
that appear to be of African descent wearing clothing that signifies the Spanish aristocracy,40 but 
also because they are wearing gold jewelry made by the ancient Tola people of Esmeraldas, 
because each carries a spear in his right hand, and because all their names are preceded by 
                                                        
40 Their garments are actually Chinese textile, which was used by the upper class in Quito during 
the colonial period (see: Lane 2002) 
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“Don,” a title of respect. The painting exists on the cover of seven of the books in this 
dissertation’s bibliography (Cabello Balboa 1586[2001]; Forbes 1993; Price 1996; Cummins and 
Taylor 1998; Rueda 2001; Lane 2002; Joy 2009) and within the body of many others. It is the 
earliest-known painting from colonial South America that is signed and dated, giving it further 
significance in the history of Spanish colonialism and art history in general (Cummins and 
Taylor 1998). For scholars from around the world who focus on colonial Latin America, slavery, 
rebellion, etc., it is a potent emblem of political power for the African diaspora in Esmeraldas 
and abroad. 
 
 
 
Figure 5: “Esmeraldas Ambassadors,” painted by Andrés Sánchez Gallque in 1599 under the 
commission of Juan de Barrio Sepúlveda, oidor (judge) for the Audiencia de Quito. 
 
While “Esmeraldas Ambassadors” represents a history of political power and zambaje in 
Esmeraldas, there are also contradictions about the indigeneity of the painting’s subjects. 
Whitten explains that in the early 1990s, when the painting was restored at the Museum of the 
Americas in Madrid, “the features of zambaje were transformed to very black, to unambiguous 
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negro, denying thereby the representation and significance of mixed heritage of the Afro-
indigenous cimarrones” (Whitten 2007: 371). In contrast to darkening the Arobes in the 1990s, 
when Juan Barrio de Sepúlveda commissioned the piece, his goal was to show the zambos as 
indigenous and “make their identities and histories inherent to the region,” thereby 
simultaneously showing them as “allies” and “infidels” (Beatty 2002: 187). In other words, 
portraying the cimarrones as indigenous was an attempt to highlight them as non-violent and in 
need of religious conversion. These changes not only demonstrate how race is something that is 
constantly re-inscribed, but also how “zambo” is an ambiguous category, and as such easily 
ignored. Today in Esmeraldas, the Arobe portrait’s significance exists in the shadow of Alonso 
de Illescas, even to the point where it appears as his image in documentaries about his life, rather 
than the Arobe’s life.41  
In 1553, while being transported on a slave ship from Panama to Peru, Illescas and 22 
other slaves were able to escape after being sent ashore in search of provisions in southern 
Esmeraldas near the island of Portete. Due to inclement weather, the ship was pushed up against 
the rocks and sank, leaving Illescas and his fellow cimarrones stranded on the shores of 
Esmeraldas.42 Today, Alonso de Illescas is known by many not only in Esmeraldas, but in other 
parts of Ecuador as well. His namesake is the brand of one of the most prominent local bus lines 
in Esmeraldas; he appears painted on walls throughout the city; the “Illescas de Oro” (Golden 
Illescas) is an annual award that first appear in 2006 for an individual’s contribution to the Afro-
Ecuadorian community (see Figure 6); he was named “person of the month” in February 2018 by 
the Ecuadorian government; and he appears on book covers and in video documentaries 
                                                        
41 See SECOM Ecuador 2018 at around five minutes. 
42 This description, while found in many other histories about the region, comes from Cabello 
Balboa 1583[2001. 
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throughout the country. Born on Cape Verde and raised in Seville working for a Spanish family 
of the same name, Illescas was educated within the Spanish cultural world of the 16th century.43 
For Illescas, possessing cultural, political, and religious knowledge about Spanish life proved 
indispensable as he rose to a leadership position in Esmeraldas.  
 
 
Figure 6: Segundo Quintero, founder of the group “Los Chigualeros,” holding his Illescas de 
Oro. 
 
Historical records of Illescas first appear in the 1577 Verdadera Descripción de la 
Provincia de Esmeraldas (True Description of Esmeraldas Province) written by Miguel Cabello 
Balboa (Cabello 2001[1583]), a Spanish cleric sent to Esmeraldas by the Audiencia for the 
purpose of converting and reducing the cimarrones. Privy to the cultural norms of Spanish life 
                                                        
43 Such individuals were labeled ladinos, in an effort to typify them in contrast to bozales, a 
pejorative term for Africans slaves unfamiliar with western cultural life. The term “ladino” has 
assumed different meanings in different colonial contexts, such as in Chiapas, Mexico (see Wade 
2010: 45-48), but the explanation I provide is the one commonly used in reference to Ecuador 
(e.g. Yépez 2010; Rahier 2014). 
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from having spent several years of his adolescence in Spain, Illescas was able to legitimize his 
authority to Cabello through performative greetings and prayers that demonstrated his 
knowledge of Spanish cultural norms and forms of domination and control (Beatty 2002: 51). 
Assuming Illescas had total control, Cabello bestowed him with the title of “gobernador 
(governor) ‘over these provinces and those Indians living therein and anyone who would come to 
live in these territories.’”44 As a result, Illescas became a legitimized leader of what has come to 
be known by scholars as the “Zambo Republic” (Phelan 1967; Rahier 1987; Rueda 2001; Lane 
2002; Rueda 2010; Whitten 2013; Antón 2014; Rahier 2014; Minda 2015).  
Cabello’s “true description” of Esmeraldas speaks to the ways black and indigenous 
people and their exchanges were depicted during the colonial period: black people were scary 
and violent, while indigenous people were not. For example, his first description of an encounter 
between the 1553 shipwrecked cimarrones and the indigenous Pidi explains that the locals “ran 
away with the fastest possible speed, abandoning even their children and women” (Cabello 1586 
[2001]: 50, my translation). As the cimarrones settled in the town, the Pidi eventually returned 
having realized that to get their homes back they needed to submit, especially because another 
cimarrón leader named Antón was known for being particularly ruthless. Now allied with a 
group of loyal indigenous locals, the cimarrones followed Antón in an attempt to win more land 
from the indigenous Campaces, who had control of southwestern Esmeraldas, but the insurgence 
failed and resulted in various deaths. As the numbers of the cimarrones dwindled—now only 
ten—Alonso de Illescas took the initiative as their new leader. In a different approach, he met 
with the leader of another indigenous group to the north called the Niguas, begging for their help 
and earning their trust. Soon after this, he was invited to one of their parties, and, according to 
                                                        
44 quoted in Beatty 2002: 52. 
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Cabello, once all of the Niguas were inebriated, Illescas and his fellow cimarrones killed more 
than 500 of them, an act that gave Illescas the position of “absolute lord” (Cabello 1586 [2001]: 
52, my translation) throughout the region. 
 
Figure 7: Indigenous groups during early colonial period. Starting in the south westernmost 
portion and continuing clockwise: Campaces, Niguas, Chachis, Malabas, Lachas and Yumbos, 
Tsa’Chila (Colorados). Pink and yellow lines indicate contemporary borders of Ecuador and 
Esmeraldas, respectively 
 
Both Mangache and Illescas had children with indigenous women, and those children 
followed suit, becoming the earliest zambos born in the region. Historians claim that the 
cimarrones actively sought polygynous relationships with indigenous partners in order establish 
themselves as the most populous group in Esmeraldas (Rueda 2001; Yépez 2010), demonstrating 
the important connection between zambaje and cimarronaje in the region. As I have shown, the 
indigenous contribution to strategies for gaining autonomy in the region is commonly 
overshadowed by discourses about African-born Illescas’s dominance or the re-racialization of 
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the Arobe’s portrait. While this may be the result of black people continuing to arrive from the 
north throughout the colonial period and into the present, thereby becoming the majority 
demographic, it can also be credited to monocultural mestizaje (Rahier 2003) that has dominated 
Ecuador for most of its independence. Such migration, nationalist race relations, and 
historiographies, I would argue, are reasons that movements within the African diaspora 
highlight solidarity based on blackness more regularly than they do Afro-Indigenous relations. 
I should also add one final point. The history of cimarrones has been popularized in 
recent years and an ideology of cimarronaje has emerged in the African diaspora that rejects the 
history of un-resisted and unquestioned enslavement (Price 1996 [1979]; Whitten and Corr 1999; 
Antón Sánchez 2009; O’toole and Vinson 2012; Minda 2014; Rahier 2014), but it is a history 
that has been a part of Afro-Esmeraldeño oral tradition for centuries. As far back as 1808—
nearly the middle point between today and the arrival of the first cimarrones—W.B. Stevenson 
recounts the story of a shipwreck (notably, however, not mentioning Alonso de Illescas) and how 
the escaped slaves formed alliances and had children with local indigenous groups. He also 
describes the inhabitants of Esmeraldas, Río Verde, and Atacames (cantons in Esmeraldas 
Province) as “zambos, apparently a mixture of negroes and indians” (1825: 388). His knowledge 
and description of the shipwreck and people from the region speaks not only to the longevity of 
cimarronaje, but also how zambaje is relevant to this particular case. Two hundred years ago, 
before slavery had been abolished, an identity focused around self-liberation and Afro-
Indigenous exchange was already so significant that a foreigner would have felt compelled to 
write about it. By the same token, it should be reiterated that the Afro-Indigenous relations which 
Stevenson reported were not likely to have been Afro-Chachi, as his description is from a 
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southern area of the province that had not yet seen the arrival of Chachis, whose history I will 
turn to below. 
 
Chachi Oral and Colonial Histories 
 
Just like the Arobes and Illescas, the Chachis found themselves forced out of their homes 
and into Esmeraldas, also working to establish their own autonomy from the Audiencia. Specific 
dates as to when they first arrived are unclear, but it seems to be sometime in the 1530s (DeBoer 
1995; Yépez 2010). An early description of the Chachis was released in 1597, but there is also an 
history that describes their migration from the highlands, confrontation with other indigenous 
people, and regular encroachment of the Audiencia on their lands. Also, their first settlement in 
Esmeraldas, called “Pueblo Viejo,” (Old Town) or “Tusac” in their native cha’palaa, was 
eventually abandoned, and they moved to the Cayapas River. However, Pueblo Viejo remains 
relevant to Chachi oral history today, and it has become an aspect of their contemporary identity 
(DeBoer 1995; Yépez 2010; Cordicom Ecuador 2016), not unlike the Zambo Republic for Afro-
Esmeraldeños. 
Some researchers have denied Chachi migration, and have claimed that they are 
originally from Esmeraldas (Moreno 1979; Palop 1986), but archaeologist William DeBoer made 
it a point to defend their history by presenting archaeological evidence of ceramics that were 
unique to the Chachis and unlike any other in the region (DeBoer 1995). This, combined with 
early descriptions of agricultural plots of maize and coca, which are typical in Andean societies, 
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and even cooked choclo,45 a common street foot found in the Andes today, further exemplify 
Andean heritage (de Torres 1597[2001]). Moreover, the name “Tumbaviro,” a Chachi settlement 
and common surname (DeBoer 1995), is also the name of a small town located northwest of 
Ibarra, the first highland city to the east of Esmeraldas. Anthropologist Samuel A. Barrett’s 
collection of Chachi artifacts from his field research on the Cayapas in the first decade of the 20th 
century even contains a necklace that has two panpipes hanging from it, one of the most 
ubiquitous instruments of highland indigenous communities throughout the Andes.  
 
 
Figure 8: “Wrist and Neck Ornaments” (Barrett 1925: pl. LVI.2). Notice that each panpipe has 
a different number of tubes, which may indicate that the instruments are used together as a set to 
produce a single melody that interlocks between both instruments. 
 
                                                        
45 See: de Torres 2001 [1597]. “Choclo” is the most prevalent form of corn in the Andes, with 
characteristic large, white kernels. 
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In the first half of the 16th century, the Incan empire was pushing north beyond its 
military capital in Quito (Hemming 1970), the same city that was established as a Spanish colony 
in 1534. Both the Incan and Spanish campaigns likely motivated the Chachis to head down the 
western slope of the Andes near Mount Cotacachi. According to Chachi oral history, before 
leaving the highlands, a mirucu, or shaman, sent a jaguar46 to elect the best place to move the 
community. Upon its return a month later, the Chachi made the trek down the mountains as a 
group, eventually reaching what would become their “original” home, Pueblo Viejo, most likely 
somewhere along the Río Santiago or one of its distributaries.47 
When the friar Gaspar de Torres was sent to the region in 1597 by the Audiencia, he 
started from the already christianized indigenous town of Lita, accompanied by thirty of its 
inhabitants. According to his account (de Torres 1597[2001]), after nearly two months traveling 
through the rainforest and crossing many rivers on bridges built by Chachis, they arrived at a 
settlement called Singobucho, which was said to be the center of Chachi territory. Here, they met 
Don Francisco Cayapa, the head uñi (Chachi leader) of the region, and possibly the antiquated 
namesake of the Chachi who, until 1978, had been called “Cayapas.”48 De Torres the friar had a 
church built in Singobucho, which he christened Espíritu Santo, or Holy Spirit, and spent two 
months proselytizing and baptizing the locals. He later described the Chachi as “the first 
community brought peacefully to be Christians and pledge obedience to the king, without having 
                                                        
46 The jaguar (or puma) is an important figure within multiple Amazonian indigenous groups, 
and Whitten (2011) explains its connection to spiritual ceremonies as well as its presence during 
the indigenous uprisings of the 1990s to demonstrate the threat of impending ecological 
destruction by way of environmental exploitation.  
47 This story is described at length in Barrett 1925, and has been reproduced in various other 
publications about the Chachi (see Carrasco 1983; Medina 1992; Yépez 2010). 
48 The term “Cayapas” is still often used today by non-Chachi’s, but is not preferred as it is a 
term that was imposed by the Spanish. Also, the name “Chachi” means “people,” in their native 
cha’palaa. 
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to spill even a drop of blood or any sort of grievance.”49 When de Torres returned to Quito in 
1598, he even brought Felipe Cayapa, son of Don Francisco, as well as others that had been 
accompanying him, and the Chachis became recognizable as a distinguishable group within the 
Audiencia. 
Chachi conversion to Christianity, similar to that of the cimarrones, was a necessary 
concession in order to have legitimacy when arguing for political autonomy. Yépez explains they 
received a Real Cédula, or Royal Document, that exonerated them from paying tributes to the 
crown and gave them rights to their land, “a power they defended by serving the Catholic faith 
and having knowledge of colonial institutions” (Yépez 2010: 58, my translation). Having been 
baptized by a respected representative of the Audiencia was beneficial during another visit they 
made to Quito at the turn of the 17th century, this time unaccompanied by Audiencia 
representatives. In a popular general history of Ecuador (González Suárez 1890), several Chachis 
arrived with other lowland indigenous people to learn of information about any upcoming 
missions that the Audiencia may be sending to their territory. According to González Suáraez, 
the Chachis and their companions all dressed as Chachis, as the non-Chachis in the group had a 
reputation with the crown as being violent. Probably because the Chachis were already known in 
Quito, the whole group passed as the same, and “nobody saw the arrival of the savages as 
strange” (González Suárez 1890: 37).  
The indigenous people that accompanied the Chachis on this second visit to Quito were 
Los Malabas, a group from the lowlands with a notorious reputation, especially because of the 
prevailing notion that indigenous people were passive. Los Malabas are referenced throughout 
                                                        
49 In Carrasco (1983: 19), my translation. Other contents in this paragraph are taken directly from 
de Torres’s description itself (de Torres 1597 [2001]). 
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the literature as “Indios Bravos” (Barrett 1925; Altschuler 1964; Carrasco 1983), or Angry 
Indians, and described in the 1590s simply as “not friends” of the Chachis (de Torres 2001 
[1597]: 115, my translation), and in the early 20th century as “very vicious…and said to have 
been cannibals” (Barrett 1925: 32). Their apparent alliance in Quito seems to have been fleeting, 
as multiple accounts credit Los Malabas with prompting a Chachi exodus from Pueblo Viejo 
(Barrett 1925; Whitten 1974; Carrasco 1983). After constant attacks from the Malabas for many 
years, they provoked a violent retaliation, something that was uncharacteristic of the otherwise 
“very peaceable” (Barrett 1925: 32) Chachis. 
According to oral history told to Barrett (1925: 31-37), the Chachis retaliated against the 
Malabas by sending three men up the Santiago River to the Cayapas River to survey the area for 
their enemies, who returned reporting many settlements of “Indios Bravos” along the river. Soon 
after this, two women were sent for a closer look, and found two men sleeping in their houses 
with what appeared to be magical wands clasped in their hands. The women carefully took the 
wands without waking the men and returned to Pueblo Viejo. These wands then came to life 
during the night, and taught several men in the town how to utilize their magic, where to attack, 
and how to avoid their opponents. With their new skills, ten men from Pueblo Viejo headed 
down the Cayapas River, attacking the Indios Bravos in settlements along the main river and its 
distributaries, such as Zapallo Grande and San Miguel, where Chachi community centers exist 
today. When they were finished, half of them headed north to Tumaco (now a Colombian city), 
and the other half back to Pueblo Viejo, where they explained that it was now safe to move to the 
Cayapas.  
The story of the Chachis’ struggle demonstrates the extreme measures they were forced 
to take in order to ensure their own survival. Otherwise described as “peaceable people,” they 
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were forced to use violence against their aggressors, and the notoriously violent Los Malabas are 
no longer an existing population. However, rumors of their existence continued to persist into the 
20th century (Barrett 1925: 32-36), and anthropologist Milton Altschuler explains that by the 
1960s “Malabá” had become associated with evil spirits living in the monte, or forest (Altschuler 
1964: 6), demonstrating how the history of Chachi settlement and re-settlement has become part 
of everyday life and discussion. 
 
Afro-Chachi Histories: A Comparison 
 
The early histories of Afro-Esmeraldeños and Chachis are relevant not only because they 
inform how people think about their own historical context, but also because they reveal how 
each group navigated their political position vis-à-vis other groups in the region and the 
Audiencia. Afro-Indigenous exchanges were inevitable, but the diversity of power relations 
among the African-descendants and the indigenous groups shows that Esmeraldas cannot be 
understood simply as a black-indigenous dichotomy. The idea of zambaje—especially as an 
explicit anti-colonial fold to mestizaje—shows that such a distinction is too simplistic. As 
Matthew Restall observes, Afro-Indigenous intermarriage made “a mess of Iberian attempts to 
maintain non-Iberians in discrete subordinate racial categories” (Restall 2005: 8). And in a 
similar way, even indigenous groups themselves problematized these categories when the 
Chachis returned to Quito with the disguised Malabas. 
Also, the racialization of black and indigenous people during this period emerges in the 
clerical accounts from the 16th century, where the people of African descent and the Chachis 
were described as ruthlessly violent and mostly submissive, respectively. Chachi retaliation 
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against the Malabas is something that seems to be forgiven, or legitimized, in order to maintain 
their characterization as peaceable. Unsurprisingly, such characterizations are contradicted, and 
some of the best examples of this are in stories of colonialists being rescued by both groups. In 
one case, Francisco de Arobe helped Diego López de Zuñiga—a Spanish military captain who 
was given governmental power of Esmeraldas by the crown in 1583 but never able to implement 
it—to safety on his first trip to Esmeraldas after he and his men nearly died of exposure and 
exhaustion (Lane 2002: 41). In a separate case from 1611, after another Audiencia attempt to 
build a settlement in the lowlands failed because of resistance from Los Malabas, the surviving 
Quiteño soldiers sought help from cimarrón and Chachi communities, which was “‘lovingly’ 
offered…[and] from here forward, the maroons (and likewise the Chachi) would play an ever 
more ambivalent role in the region, never perfectly allied with the church or crown, yet never 
sworn enemies” (Lane 2002: 51). Both the cimarrones and the Chachis quickly became privy to 
what the Audiencia wanted, and were able to wield this knowledge in a way that provided them 
with the kind of power that would grant them significant autonomy for centuries to come. 
While nearly all of these stories are over 400 years old, specific aspects of them are often 
highlighted in the oral histories of Esmeraldas today. The Chachi often share their story of 
coming from the highland area around Ibarra (Barrett 1925; Altschuler 1965; Carrasco 1983; 
Yépez 2010), and Quito and Otavalo are sometimes referenced as well.50 Their arrival to Pueblo 
Viejo is not only regularly told, but Barrett’s informants remember living there (Barrett 1925), 
and an informant of Eulalia Carrasco, an Ecuadorian anthropologist, remembers bombo and 
marimba being played during Christmas and Holy Week as a child (Carrasco 1983: 16). Further 
highlighting the importance of Pueblo Viejo, DeBoer claims, “for the Chachi, Pueblo Viejo is a 
                                                        
50 See: Cordicom Ecuador 2016. 
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living history, a place that existed just yesterday and a place that can be returned to, if necessary” 
(DeBoer 1995: 247). For Afro-Ecuadorians, an African homeland that they were forced out of, 
coupled with the creation of the “Zambo Republic,” point to similar relationships between 
imagined homelands, territory, and identity. The oral histories presented here demonstrate how 
both groups articulate their particular pasts in similar ways, even though they maintained 
separate communities. 
 
Marimba Origins, Immigration, and Afro-Chachi Power Dynamics 
 
The marimba’s arrival to Esmeraldas is important in the history of Afro-Chachi 
interculturality, because it facilitated increased interaction between both groups. The earliest 
known documentation of marimba in El Pacífico comes from Barbacoas in 1734, when the friar 
Fernando de Jesús Larrea is said to have confiscated and burned more than thirty marimbas 
(Miñano 2010: 288). Barbacoas was an important mining center starting in the 1650s and part of 
the Audiencia until the independence movements of the early 19th century, as well as the 
northern most part of the Zambo Republic (Foote 2008: 422). Barbacoas was also a region 
known for many cimarrones escaping and later establishing palenques; it is unclear how many 
palenques functioned during the colonial period, but they were found throughout the region, 
especially along the Río Patía, where the most famous “Palenque de Castillo,” functioned in the 
western part of the area for multiple generations until 1754.51 The point is, if a friar was burning 
                                                        
51 “Palenque del Castillo,” or “Palenque of the Castle,” is also sometimes referenced as 
“Palenque del Castigo,” or “Palenque of Punishment.” 
 70 
thirty marimbas in1734, it is fair to say that marimba in El Pacífico dates to at least the early 
1700s. 
The time around which the marimba is first written about in Esmeraldas—the turn of the 
19th century—aligns with an increasing demographic diversification of the region. Not only were 
cimarrones coming from mines in the north around Barbacoas, but colonists also established new 
mining centers and accessways along the rivers in the northern part of Esmeraldas that would 
ostensibly establish economic connections between the highlands and the coast. Also, during this 
time, the Chachis had recently established a new community center on the Cayapas River, while 
Pueblo Viejo on the Santiago also continued to function. The earliest account of marimba in 
Esmeraldas is from W.B. Stevenson in 1808, where he describes the instrument’s construction in 
depth, as well as minor descriptions of performance contexts and sound:  
The marimba is made by fastening two broad pieces of cane together at the 
extremities, each from six to ten feet long; a number of pieces of hollow cane are 
then suspended between these, from two feet long and five inches in diameter, to 
four inches long and two in diameter, resembling a gigantic pandean pipe; across 
the upper part of these canes very thin pieces of chonta are laid, which rest on the 
frame without touching the pipes, and these are slightly fastened with a cotton 
thread; the instrument is suspended from the roof of the house, and it generally 
played by two men, who stand on the opposite sides, each having two small 
sticks, with knobs of coutchouc52 with which they strike on the cross pieces of 
chonta, and different tunes are produced, according to the size of the pendant tube 
of cane over which the chonta is laid…I have often been pleased with the sound 
of [the marimba], especially when my palanqueros [“canoe paddlers”] have sung 
their native airs to the tune. This instrument, which is sometimes accompanied 
with a guitar, cheer the natives in their revels, and it is not unfrequently employed 
to wake their souls to divine contemplation at high mass (Stevenson 1825: 393-
394). 
 
The time and place of Stevenson’s account is key to understanding Afro-Chachi interculturality 
and the emergence of marimba in the region. His detailed descriptions of marimba music would 
                                                        
52 Un-vulcanized, natural rubber commonly used for marimba mallets as well as being an 
important natural resource through the first half of the 20th century. 
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entail that it was around for at least a generation before this, and other sources cited by Ritter 
would place it in Esmeraldas during the mid-18th century at the latest.53 Likewise, the location of 
Stevenson’s descriptions are actually rather far to the south of Barbacoas (around 300 kilometers 
as the crow flies, and through thick rainforest), along the Esmeraldas River, so there could have 
been marimba music in the northern part of the province before this (see Figure 9). 
 
 
Figure 9: Map of Esmeraldas (yellow borders), Zambo Republic (opaque green), important 
cities (starting southwest and continuing clockwise: Esmeraldas, San Lorenzo, Tumaco, 
Barbacoas, Buenaventura, Cali, Popayán, Pasto, Quito), and rivers (north to south: Patía and 
its distributaries, Mira, Santiago, Cayapas, Esmeraldas). 
                                                        
53 See: Ritter 1998: 145 
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During this time, a Chachi named Don Geronimo Uñapa protested to the Audiencia in 
1736 that “Spanish, mestizos, blacks, mulattoes, and strange indians” were raiding Chachi 
fields,54 and soon after this, the Chachi exodus from Pueblo Viejo to the Cayapas River, which 
DeBoer (1995: 257) places between the years 1749 and 1803, had begun. Uñapa’s frustration 
was likely a symptom not only of the Malabas as described above, but also of the mining centers 
in Barbacoas, 150km to the north of Pueblo Viejo. It is widely accepted that many cimarrones 
headed to Esmeraldas from Barbacoas (West 1957; Whitten 1974; Ritter 1998; Beatty 2001; 
Rueda 2001; Lane 2002), following the river systems throughout the area or re-entering them 
after traveling along the Pacific Coast. It is not improbable that some of these cimarrones came 
into contact with the Chachi while searching for new areas to settle, and they, coupled with new 
slave towns in the region, likely instigated such complaints like the one stated by Uñapa. 
In 1738 Pedro Vincente Maldonado assumed the position of governor in Esmeraldas and 
made it a point to develop gold mining in the northern part of the province, opening the region 
up to Spanish and criollo entrepreneurs. This led to the introduction of new slave labor that was 
organized into cuadrillas, or “work gangs,” along the rivers. Slaves were transported from 
Barbacoas, among other areas,55 to extract gold from placer mines56 situated on the rivers 
Santiago, Bogotá, Zapallos, Guembí, Tululbí, Cachaví, Durango, and Cayapas. While enslaved 
black people were forced to work in these cuadrillas, they also generated new social relationships 
                                                        
54 In Deboer 1995, citation from José Rumazo’s compilation of Documents for the History of the 
Audiencia de Quito, my translation. 
55 Rueda notes Tumaco, Cali, Chocó, Popayán, and Chota Valley were other important mining 
centers that sought to expand projects into Esmeraldas, sending various numbers of slaves (15-
60) to work in the new cuadrillas (Rueda 2012). 
56 See West 1957; Friedemann 1998; Taussig 2003. Placer mining involves the extraction of 
minerals from stream beds, sometimes sifting through water by hands, exploring river beds with 
scuba systems, or machines that pump and sift water and minerals automatically. 
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and living conditions. Ecuadorian historian Rocío Rueda Novoa describes this new context in 
detail: 
They brought with them their own experiences and identities forged in the mines 
of Nueva Granada, which served them to confront the difficulties imposed upon 
them by the ecological environment and mining labor. They converted the 
cuadrillas beyond economic organizations and into sites of resistance, forging 
social networks that created a place for the emergence of webs of solidarity, 
community, and a sense of identity (Rueda 2012: 64).   
 
The cuadrillas were supported by the Audiencia’s president Carondelet starting in 1771, 
and in 1784 the Código Negro, or Black Code (Rueda 2016: 13), was introduced, requiring 
owners to provide basic necessities for their workers. One of the ways this was implemented was 
setting aside Saturdays for rest and religion, when members of the cuadrillas would also become 
more familiar with the land by hunting and gathering wild fruits, as well as foment social and 
familial relationships (Rueda 2012: 65). Maldonado also established new commercial centers 
near the coast such as Limones and La Tola, where the Santiago and Cayapas Rivers come 
together and meet the Pacific Ocean. Some of the most economically successful cuadrillas, such 
as Playa de Oro and Guembi (see also: Wimbí, Guimbí) on the Río Santiago, continue to exist as 
towns in El Norte with some of the most active musical traditions today (see Figure 10). 
 74 
 
Figure 10: Church at the center of town in Playa de Oro on the Río Santiago. The whole 
community and people from surrounding towns first processed their Virgin of Mercy around the 
town, finally meeting in the church, placing her on the altar and singing one more song before 
resting until around nine the evening, when arrullos began, continuing until daybreak.  
 
These new mining centers also precipitated increasing social interaction, because their 
accessibility was produced by the cuadrillas as well as local indigenous workers in exchange for 
exoneration from paying land tributes to the Audiencia (Rueda 2012). It has not been specified 
who these indigenous workers were, but the fact that they were local would mean Chachis were 
involved, and from descriptions of the bridges made by the friar Gaspar de Torres in the 1590s, 
they would have had ideal skills for the task. While this is only a deduction from the accounts 
given, it is the best possible scenario that would explain when and why the Chachis adopted the 
marimba, unless it is of their own independent innovation (Chapter 2).  
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Post-Abolition, the “Boom-Bust” Economy, and the Exploitation of Land and People in 
Esmeraldas 
 
 
Another wave of immigration from Colombia took place after independence during the 
post-abolition period starting in the 1850s,57 and the population in Esmeraldas increased from 
around 5,000 in 1854 to 20,000 in 1890 (Rueda 2010: Anexo No. 15). People were leaving 
Colombia not only to disassociate themselves with the land that they had been enslaved on, but 
also because the natural resources that they had developed skills to harvest had been greatly 
diminished over the period of slavery and, also, the coastal border between Ecuador and 
Colombia was not clearly marked or strictly guarded (Rahier 1987: 38). Moreover, this period 
also marks the beginning of the “boom-bust” economy (Hauser 1961; Whitten 1965), motivating 
people to come in search of work. This type of economy is characteristic of the region and 
probably the single-most influential factor in struggles for land ownership that continue to exist 
today. 
The boom-bust economy is characterized by the excavation of natural resources 
according to fluctuations in the international market, and as such is highly abusive to the land 
and negligent of local laborers, but marimba music in Esmeraldas continued in the region 
throughout boom-bust periods. As early as 1859, the Ecuador Land Company from England 
began collecting a debt that the Ecuadorian government owed to the British Crown after seeking 
its support during the struggles for independence. Part of the debt was paid in the form of huge 
plots of land in the northern and southern parts of the Esmeraldas. The Land Company also 
subsidized its work to various other companies such as Casa Tagua, Pailón Co., and Casa 
                                                        
57 Although slavery was officially abolished in 1854 in Ecuador, there were still cases of 
secluded area that continued exploiting slave-labor into the 1860s (Whitten 1998) 
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Grindale to better manage local workers. It is during this period when an increased amount of 
crime begins to emerge in the region, not only between local inhabitants, but also through 
physical abuse of company owners on their employees (Rueda 2012). Apart from the boom-bust 
economy’s exploitation of natural resources in ways that were non-permanent and fluctuating, 
the companies involved also set a precedent in Esmeraldas for neglecting laws around territorial 
propriety, excavating natural resources until they or the market dry up, contaminating local 
ecosystems, and manipulating local workers. However, it has been documented that there was a 
thriving marimba tradition that had been maintained throughout all of this (see Figure 11). 
 
 
 
Figure 11: Musicians in Limones, Esmeraldas ca. 1891 (Basurco 1894: 405). Notably, this 
photograph is from an article about the Chachis, but on stop through Limones, Santiago 
Basurco and his companions were welcomed with marimba music. Notice the cylindrical shakers 
the two men are holding on either side of the marimba, which are about twice as long as the 
guasá found in the region today and resemble the chambo described by Stevenson (1825: 393) 
 
The unfortunate symptoms of the boom-bust economy have plagued Esmeraldas 
throughout the 20th century and continue to do so into the present day. Leading up to World War 
I, the tagua seed was booming in its use to manufacture shirt buttons. Caucho, or natural rubber 
(see also: caoutchouc), was the most important export through World War II. In the 1950s 
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Ecuador became the number one exporter of bananas in the world. As the global petroleum 
business thrived in the second half of the 20th century, an oil refinery was opened in Esmeraldas 
City in 1974. By the early 1980s local pollution was perpetuated further by the increasing 
number of shrimp farms in Esmeraldas, which contributed to shrimp exports becoming second 
only to petroleum in terms of economic income for Ecuador. In the 1980s and 1990s, 
deforestation in Esmeraldas resulted in a loss of 70% of trees in the northern part of the province, 
and it is estimated that if deforestation continues at the rate is has been going, there will be no 
forest left within twenty years (Yépez 2010: 36).58 In place of these deforested lands, other 
agricultural enterprises have been established, such as cultivating cocoa beans, coffee beans, and 
African palms. These are only some of the independent industries typically run by foreign 
investors, but even this amount shows that there has been no interest among company owners to 
develop long-term, sustainable business models that maintain use of the region’s rich natural 
resources. 
Economic booms in Esmeraldas have contributed to drastic population increases, 
demographic diversification, and rural-urban migration throughout the 20th century. In the 1960s, 
infrastructural development brought in new mestizo entrepreneurs as well as highland indigenous 
laborers, exacerbating class differences and animosities between them and local black workers 
(see Whitten 1965). This infrastructural development aligned involved the completion of the first 
highway and railroad systems between Quito and Esmeraldas in the 1950s and 60s, and between 
1950 and 1974 the population of Esmeraldas increased from 50,000 to over 200,000,59 and since 
                                                        
58 In fact, looking at satellite imagery, deforestation is clearly visible along the entire Ecuadorian 
coast. Luckily, there is a reserve in Esmeraldas, but when compared with Colombia to the north 
the difference in shades of green is striking. 
59 Minda 2002: 16. 
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1974 it has nearly tripled to over 530,000.60 Population increase and growing urban centers have 
had a profound influence on marimba music, with the introduction of tourism and the possibility 
of pursuing music as a professional career. As early as the 1960s, folkloric marimba ensembles 
of mainly black musicians and dancers began performing at staged events in Esmeraldas and 
eventually throughout the country and abroad.  
Many of the people who performed in and attended these early marimba performances 
would have been raised during a period when indigenous imagery appeared in poetry, novels, art, 
and music in the development of Ecuadorian national identity, known as indigenismo. Starting in 
the 1930s, indigenistas began to address socio-economic concerns of indigenous populations in 
Ecuador, but in doing so developed the notion of all indigenous people as primitive and ignorant 
(Whitten and Torres 1998b: 7). While indigenismo did not develop in Ecuador as successfully as 
it had in other Latin American countries (Becker 2012), it did disseminate the notion of the 
Ecuadorian indigenous population as homogenous. As such, an “indigenous” person playing an 
“African” instrument—like a Chachi playing a marimba—would not have made logical sense in 
the context of early folkloric marimba performance. However, by this time, there were also 
already multiple generations of Afro-Esmeraldeños and Chachis making marimba music with 
each other on the Cayapas River, and while this interculturality was a reality for the people 
involved, the marimba became predominantly associated with Afro-Ecuadorians. 
 
 
 
 
                                                        
60 Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Censos 2010. 
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Afro-Chachi Interculturality since the 20th Century 
“donde entierre Cayapa, no entierre juyungo” 
“where a Chachi is buried, a howler monkey is not” 
In Juyungo, by Adalberto Ortiz (1943) 
 
In Samuel A. Barrett’s 1925 publication about Chachis on the Río Cayapas, the first 
instance in which he mentions Afro-Esmeraldeños, he writes, “negroes live adjacent to and 
mingle very much with the Cayapa, and have exerted a strong influence on some features of their 
culture, especially their music” (Barrett 1925: 31). Later, in the 1960s, Milton Altschuler’s 
research with the Chachis on the Cayapas shows increasing interculturality not only in music, but 
in religion, cosmology, and kinship, to the point where he states, “a true picture [of the Cayapas] 
must view the Negro and Indian as parts of a larger unit” (Altschuler 1965: 32). As I have 
shown, before the 20th century, documentation of Afro-Chachi interaction was minimal, and 
apart from deducing that the Chachi could have adopted the marimba at the turn of the 19th 
century, there were still centuries during which both groups were able to establish their own 
traditions. In other words, Afro-Chachi interculturality has been a part of everyday life for people 
living in the northern region of Esmeraldas since the 19th century. 
In this section I will present various contexts in which social boundaries have been 
established between Afro-Esmeraldeños and Chachis through music and how it represents early 
interculturality in Esmeraldas. Two of the most important and festive annual events within both 
communities happen during Christmas and Holy Week, where musical performance is central to 
the celebrations. Also, music that accompanies funeral ceremonies of both Chachis and Afro-
Esmeraldeños demonstrates Afro-Chachi interculturality. Furthermore, while marriage as an 
institution is drastically different between Afro-Esmeraldeños and Chachis, Chachi wedding 
ceremonies have often involved the participation of Afro-Esmeraldeño musicians (Altschuler 
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1965; Yépez 2010). Sometimes, the norms of one group may intersect with the norms of another 
given the appropriate context. For example, Altschuler describes an Easter Sunday event that 
involved Chachi wedding ceremonies and “Negro funerals,” all of which was accompanied by 
marimba, bombos, and cununos (1965: 77-80). 
Among the Chachis, the most important part of social life in relation to maintaining 
boundaries has to do with marriage laws. Within the community, adultery has been strictly 
prohibited and classified as a crime since Barrett’s research and into today as well, and there are 
multiple stories of people having to abandon the region completely if guilty of such a crime 
(Barrett 1925: 330; Carrasco 1983: 105). Divorce is also something that was penalized with 
imprisonment and physical punishment by local officials during Barrett’s research (1925: 401-
403), but since at least the 1960s, it became more common (Altschuler 1965: 152), though it is 
still disparaged (Carrasco 1983; Medina 1992; Yépez 2010). For the Chachis, marriage continues 
to be important within the context of territorial propriety because lands are passed from father to 
son (Altschuler 1965; Medina 1992), therefore, marriage ceremonies, which are carried out 
through musical performance, is not only a question of maintaining social boundaries, but 
establishing territorial borders. 
 Among Afro-Esmeraldeños, marriage isn’t uncommon today, but it is also not a dominant 
kind of union like it is for the Chachis. As I explained above, polygyny was especially prevalent 
among the earliest generations of Afro-Esmeraldeños, and the term “serial polygyny” describes 
unions in Esmeraldas since the 1960s. In such unions, women try to “trap and hold a man in one 
place,” and though he may meet, have children, and live with other women, both parents still 
bear the responsibility for the children (Whitten 1965: 123). Mothers remain in and maintain the 
household whether or not the father returns, and this system of matrifocality is still very 
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prevalent throughout Esmeraldas—many of the people I know were all living in a home that was 
owned or cared for by either their mother or their grandmother. Also, the idea of a woman 
“trapping” a man is still very common, as I learned myself, overhearing people say “Mira esa! 
Atrapó el gringo!” (look at that girl! She trapped the gringo!) sometimes when walking in 
Esmeraldas with a female friend, which, while humorous, still reflects values associated with 
serial polygyny described in the 1960s. At the same time, there are also examples of marriages 
that have lasted for thirty years or more, and while possibly a coincidence, both of the marimba 
builders that I will present from the Cayapas River in the following chapter are examples of this.  
 On the Cayapas River, the two most important festival periods are Christmas and Holy 
Week, and involve music-making and dance that occurs on consecutive days. Also, among the 
Chachis, this is the time when wedding ceremonies occur, as it is common that a local priest will 
come to visit their community centers. Within publications about Chachi life, descriptions of the 
music during these festival periods often include stories about the participation of Afro-
Esmeraldeños. Barrett explains that “many” black people attended the Holy Week celebrations 
(1925: 387) and Altschuler shares a story about Chachis complaining to a festival organizer for 
not having invited enough black people to sing during Church services (1965: 77). In the 
following chapter, I will look more closely at music during the Christmas celebrations I attended 
in Telembí in order to make more detailed observations about Afro-Chachi interculturality today. 
Afro-Esmeraldeños have been involved in Chachi marriage processes that occur not only 
by performing music during a wedding ceremony, but also facilitating the meeting of potential 
Chachi couples, and later through a support system for their children. Altschuler describes that 
before wedding ceremonies even happened, when a Chachi man decided which woman he 
wanted to marry, he would hire two black men to accompany him as a means to invoke fear in 
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case of being denied when asking a family for the daughter’s hand in marriage (Altschuler 1965: 
127-131). Altschuler also documented a system of Afro-Chachi compadrazgo (a kind of god-
parent system), where black men would offer to become the compadres of Chachi men. Equally 
important in this kinship, however, is widening one’s social network specifically for the purpose 
of having a place to sleep when traveling along the extensive rivers becomes too long to make in 
a day’s journey.61 
When looking at the context of marriage between Afro-Esmeraldeños and Chachis, it 
becomes quite clear that there are two very different value systems. In fact, as recently as the 
1990s, Chachis were prohibited from marrying non-Chachis (Medina 1992: 123) and today while 
it is not technically prohibited, it is still up to a Chachi community whether or not a non-Chachi 
partner from a different community is permitted to live in their town (Yépez 2010: 128). 
Furthermore, as territorial inheritance is one of the main concerns with regard to Chachi 
marriages, marrying outside of the Chachi community is understood as “antagonistic…because it 
is based in the risk of losing territory, concretized in the advances of…‘manabas’ and 
‘juyungos’” (Carrasco 1983: 205).62 As such, Chachis have prohibited marriages with non-
Chachis (Medina 1992: 121), and into the present, children of mixed parentage are not afforded 
the same status as those with two Chachi parents within their community, most notably with 
regard to the inheritance of land (Yépez 2010: 73).  
Famous Afro-Esmeraldeño marimba player and builder Papá Roncón explains that when 
he was a child living with a Chachi family, as he began to grow older, he felt a sense of 
                                                        
61 Whitten (1974) describes a similar kind of comparazgo within black communities in 
Esmeraldas and Colombia. 
62 The term “manaba” is typically used for someone from the coast of the Manabí province to the 
south of Esmeraldas. Juyungo is a pejorative that the Chachis use toward black people, and 
means “howler monkey.” 
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resentment from the parents when playing with their daughter, and eventually moved to a 
different town (Garcia Salazar 2003: 72). Later, he explains that the worst offense that a Chachi 
could be punished for was having a black sexual partner, and that after being thrown in the 
stocks, the individual would later be banished from the community (ibid 2003: 74). While Afro-
Chachi marriages are still uncommon, they aren’t unheard of, and during my visits on the Río 
Cayapas I was aware of two such couples. 
While marriage is definitely an aspect of social life that maintains Afro-Chachi social 
boundaries, it may be the case that death is an occurrence where respect for the deceased can 
facilitate understandings across them. For Chachis, it has been described that when a person dies, 
their body is buried under their own house, which is then abandoned and avoided as the spirit 
may continue to roam around the area (Barrett 1925: 332). This is more recently understood as 
how they used to do it “traditionally,” and it is more common that they are buried in cemeteries 
near the community centers (Carrasco 1983: 179). Music performed after a Chachi funeral 
ceremony may be accompanied by marimba, bombos, and cununos in order to protect people 
from the spirit of the deceased (Altschuler 1965: 95). 
For Afro-Esmeraldeños, the death of an adult is typically followed by a capella songs 
known as alabados following the burial of the body in the cemetery. Not unlike among Chachis, 
it is believed that the spirit of the deceased will remain near its house for up to nine days, then 
moving on to purgatory, heaven, or hell (see Whitten 1994). More recently, Jeanneth Yépez has 
described a funeral ceremony for the death of a Chachi man who was highly respected in all of 
the communities around where he lived, and that during the morning following the funeral, 
“Chachi and black marimba players saw off the spirit of the deceased” (2010: 90, my 
translation). This is especially pertinent because it is much less common to see the marimba 
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during spiritual ceremonies among Afro-Esmeraldeños; arrullos, which are songs and events that 
are performed for saints usually only include singers, drums, and shakers; wakes called 
chigualos for deceased infants and youths are accompanied by singers, drums, and shakers, and 
are mostly festive as it is believed that the spirit of the child is pure for never having sinned and 
therefore afforded access to heaven; marimba music is typically reserved strictly for social 
events. One exception is during the Christmas celebration in which marimba accompanies the 
performance of the sanjuanito at a ceremony for the birth of Jesus, which I will discuss in detail 
in the following chapter. 
Apart from marriage and funeral ceremonies, there are more musical contexts that speak 
to Afro-Chachi interculturality. Apart from the marimba, salsa music has become one of the 
preeminent genres in Esmeraldas, and the province is sometimes referenced as the Ecuadorian 
“salsa capital.” The longest standing salsa group from Esmeraldas, “Los Chigualeros,” has been 
called the salsa “ambassadors” of Ecuador, having toured extensively across the world, often 
integrating marimba music into their performances. The group’s name stems from “chigualo,” 
and they have been very active in Afro-Esmeraldeño identity politics; the leader of the group, 
Segundo Quintero received the “Illescas de Oro” award for his support of the Afro-Ecuadorian 
community. Recently, a Chachi salsa ensemble named “Los Chachileros,” an obvious derivative 
of “Los Chigualeros,” has been active in Esmeraldas since around 2012 and sing in their native 
cha’palaa. 
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Conclusion 
 
 The history of Esmeraldas during the colonial period demonstrates that for at least two 
centuries, people of African descent and Chachis lived in relative autonomy from each other. The 
introduction and proliferation of the boom-bust economy in the second half of the 19th century 
influenced Afro-Chachi exchange to become a part of daily life. As a result, throughout the 20th 
century Afro-Chachi autonomy gradually developed into interculturality, long before it was 
established as a political policy of the Ecuadorian government. Interconnected with 
interculturality is the Ecuadorian government’s aim to develop the country as “plurinational” by 
granting collective rights to minority groups. In order for Ecuador to become more plurinational, 
people first need to self-identify as part of a unique group with its own customs, social practices, 
cultural expression, etc. in order to then learn about those of others. As I have shown, this 
process has been part of the foundation of life on the Cayapas River for many generations. If this 
is the case, what can state-sponsored interculturality add to Afro-Chachi exchange? Is it a means 
to combat ethnocentrism in a way that will eventually provide access to government resources 
for better education, healthcare, employment? Or is it another example of an “apologetic” policy 
that does little more than acknowledge the misgivings of colonialism (Greene 2007a)? 
 In the following chapter, I will further discuss the notion of interculturality and how it is 
embedded within marimba music from the Cayapas River, including instrument construction, 
repertoire, and style among Afro-Esmeraldeños and Chachis. Moreover, the boom-bust economy 
that has been presented in this chapter continues to be a major concern for people living in 
Esmeraldas, and as plurinationality and interculturality are the two fundamental principles of the 
most recent 2016 territorial law, self-identification and social boundaries are necessary for the 
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protection of collective lands and the establishment of their borders. Because the marimba is 
emblematic for Chachis and Afro-Esmeraldeños in their claims for self-identification, the 
difference that presupposes interculturality becomes increasingly confusing. Looking closely at 
how the marimba is situated within processes of racialization associated with black and 
indigenous people will help situate its importance within territorial claims and political 
discourse. 
 
*** 
 
 When Acensión Lastre, the black protagonist of Adalberto Ortiz’s famous novel Juyungo 
(1948), was rescued as a young man by the Chachis after having been attacked by the famous 
pelacaras, or face-peelers, and he was taken to Punta Venado, a Chachi community center that 
continues to function today. Alone, Acensión was afraid they might cast him out, and so he 
offers help to the local uñi Francisco by bringing offerings to the cemetery. Pondering his own 
mortality, Acensión asks Francisco if he will be brought offerings when he dies, to which 
Francisco responded, “where Chachis are buried, juyungo are not.” Acensión later learns from a 
friend that “juyungo” is a pejorative term that Chachis use to describe black people, and means 
howler monkey, devil, evil, heathen; his friend, finding it amusing that Acensión did not know 
this, then gives him “juyungo” as a nickname. Right around the same time when Adalberto Ortiz 
would have been writing Juyungo, famous Afro-Esmeraldeño marimba player Papá Roncón had 
been taken in by a Chachi family as well. Thinking about how the relationships between black 
people and Chachis have changed over his lifetime, Papá Roncón reflects, “I’ve been told that 
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nowadays many young Chachis don’t want to bury their loved ones in the ‘pueblos,’ but instead 
they want to bury them in black people’s cemeteries” (García Salazar 2003: 82). 
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CHAPTER 2: 
AGUAS OF THE RÍO CAYAPAS: AFRO-CHACHI MUSICAL INTERCULTURALITY 
AND ANCESTRAL TERRITORY 
 
 
Aquí en el Chocó, indios y negros, somos un bien para repartir 
Aquí en el Chocó, nuestro derecho ancestral, es una cantaleta, para repartir 
Aquí en el Chocó indios y negros no temenos nada que decir 
Aquí en el Chocó, los dueños de las tierras no podemos decir63 
 
Here in the Chocó, indians and blacks, we are good to give away 
Here in the Chocó, our ancestral right is a cantaleta64 to give away 
Here in the Chocó, us indians and blacks have nothing to say 
Here in the Chocó, the owners of the lands we cannot say 
 
 
In the northern part of Esmeraldas, Ecuador, known as “El Norte” among locals,65 lies the 
Río Cayapas, one of the province’s principal rivers, and home to many Afro-Esmeraldeños and 
indigenous Chachi people living in hamlets interspersed along its banks. People travel up and 
down the river on a daily basis for school, business, and to visit family and friends. While there 
is a rainy season that coincides more or less with the northern hemisphere’s winter, there are 
extreme and unpredictable changes in the river’s depth, often flooding towns and crops. The 
Cayapas River and the water it carries facilitate social interaction and contribute to the 
soundscape that its inhabitants live in. 
The first time I visited the Cayapas, I was accompanying Alberto Castillo to purchase 
some instruments from José Gabriel “Don Nacho” Caicedo (Figure 12) who lives in Telembí, a 
five-hour boat ride from the town of Borbón. Heading upriver, we passed town after town, and I 
noticed that each one was either populated by Afro-Esmeraldeños or Chachis, and a few included 
                                                        
63 Song quoted in García Salazar 2007: 39, my translation. 
64 A “cantaleta” is part of the local lexicon and used for a topic that is particularly relentless and 
annoying. 
65 Some people also say “La Zona Norte,” (The Northern Zone). 
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people from both groups. I asked Alberto about this, and he explained that on the Cayapas, Afro-
Esmeraldeños and Chachis live separately, pointing out the town Pichiyacu de los Chachis and 
that we would soon pass Pichiyacu de los Negros.66 He didn’t make much more of it, and so we 
chatted about different marimba groups from Esmeraldas and Colombia as we traveled up the 
river and enjoyed the plush, green landscape. 
 
 
Figure 12: José Gabriel Caicedo, known as “Don Nacho,” at his home in Telembí with his 
products. In the bottom right of the photo are two bombos (the one on the left with marimba 
mallets on top) and two cununos to the left of the bombos. A small marimba hangs to Nacho’s 
left, which once he finishes the resonators, will sell for $150. 
 
 
The majority of my fieldwork throughout Esmeraldas was with Afro-Esmeraldeños, but 
in El Norte, and especially along the Cayapas, Chachis are much more present in the social 
landscape. Moreover, Afro-Esmeraldeños and Chachis both play the marimba and its 
accompanying drums, they live interspersed along the same river within the same forest, and 
they have both been victims of the same exploitation by foreign multinational companies that 
                                                        
66 Pichiyacu “of the Chachis” and Pichiyacu “of the Blacks.” 
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devastate the ecosystem in El Norte for its natural resources. Life on the Cayapas River 
demonstrates particularities of marimba music in Esmeraldas and the larger El Pacífico region, 
how music is connected to the natural environment, and the role of music in the formation of 
social boundaries. 
 In this chapter, I examine how musical style, instruments, origin stories, and performance 
align with Afro-Chachi intercultural discourse and its correlations with contemporary laws of 
ancestral territory. Music on the Cayapas River today is informed by Afro-Chachi relations that 
have undergone dynamic transformations over the course of history in the region. Today, Afro-
Esmeraldeños and Chachis have a shared musical repertoire, they play marimbas, bombos, and 
cununos, their instruments are made from the same materials, and their origin stories are 
connected to the migration and displacement they have both experienced. Marimba music 
mediates the articulation of social boundaries within discourses of identity that are connected to 
the land people live on and its history, as well as the territorial laws that connect them. I will 
present two musical temas (roughly, song genres) to demonstrate how Afro-Chachi 
interculturality is integral to styles of musical performance, the construction of musical 
instruments, and origin stories about the marimba and its music. 
 People living on the Cayapas River integrate the navigation of their identities within the 
political discourse of interculturality. As I have explained, the focus of interculturality is on 
developing an understanding between distinct cultural groups in an effort to facilitate the 
development of Ecuador as a plurinational country. In this chapter, I continue to examine 
interculturality through marimba music as a mediator of social boundaries, some of which 
distinguish the two groups, and others that encompass both of them. Differences between Afro-
Esmeraldeños and Chachis are emphasized by members of both groups today, which is 
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politically advantageous within the context of territorial laws that oblige people to present 
themselves as distinct to earn collective rights over the lands on which they live. 
Territorial laws have become prioritized in recent years because of the abuse that foreign 
companies have visited upon the natural environment and the people that live within it, and 
disputes over land ownership have been a consistent part of life in El Norte for centuries, even 
though proprietary claims have not always been afforded to all of its inhabitants. Grievances like 
that of Don Geronimo Uñapa in the 18th century mentioned in the previous chapter, for example, 
were more commonly accepted from indigenous people than they were from black people, and 
when the land of Esmeraldas was declared as tierras baldías (unoccupied lands) in the mid-20th 
century, local and foreign companies extracting raw materials were afforded de facto ownership 
of the region (Oslender 2012: 102). In other words, the meaning of “territory” has changed on 
various occasions, and as with many other countries in Latin America, “territory” no longer 
means occupied land, but instead, land that has historically based cultural, social, economic, and 
spiritual ties to the people that live on it (e.g., Hooker 2005; Greene 2007a; Escobar 2008; Wade 
2010: Chapter 2).  
The recent 2016 “Ley Orgánica de Tierras Rurales y Territorios Ancestrales” (“Organic 
Law of Rural Lands and Ancestral Territories,” hereafter: Ley Orgánica)67 in Ecuador is 
characteristic of this territorial reconceptualization. Ley Orgánica, as part of the plurinational and 
intercultural projects in Ecuador,68 was created to grant collective rights to groups of “ancestral 
origin” living in a “physical space” where they have “historically” generated an identity based on 
                                                        
67 See Pozo Barrezueta 2016. Use of the word “organic” in this case is based on the idea that it is 
a result of a consensus among the entire nation, that is, this law is a manifestation of the shared 
opinion of all Ecuadorians. 
68 Interculturalidad is the second of thirteen “fundamental principles” of Ley Orgánica, after 
plurinacionalidad (Ley Orgánica 2016: Article 7). 
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social, cultural, spiritual, and economic activities (Ley Orgánica 2016: Article 3). Many such 
activities, especially music-making, are shared between Afro-Esmeraldeños and Chachis on the 
Cayapas, and rather than granting Afro-Chachi collective rights, which would be plausible under 
this law, differences are instead emphasized. 
Shared musical practices between Afro-Esmeraldeños and Chachis today should 
exemplify what interculturality could facilitate, but because the notion of ancestrality has 
racialist undertones of Afro-Indigenous exclusivity, people are obliged to deemphasize such 
similarities. To claim shared Afro-Chachi ancestry is counter-intuitive to the Afro-Indigenous 
dichotomy that has been developed thanks to the Ecuadorian national project of mestizaje that 
systematically distinguishes people of African descent from indigenous groups (Whitten 2011; 
Rahier 2014). In other words, without the prevalence of mestizaje, it would be easier for people 
to collaborate in political activism, claim shared ownership in the region, and more easily expel 
foreign companies that continue to dominate, exploit, and destroy the land. This is, of course, the 
goal of interculturality, but one of its drawbacks is an assumption that intercultural relations are 
something to be newly developed, which ignores Afro-Chachi exchange that has been a part of 
social life on the Cayapas for many generations. 
 The tema aguas (waters), is important within the Afro-Chachi musical repertoire, not 
only because it is shared between both groups, but also because it plays a role in tuning 
marimbas, represents a relationship between music and territory, and is also one of the first 
pieces that marimba players often teach to their students. I will present aguas first, to show how 
musical style is connected to discourses of sameness and difference in the establishment of Afro-
Chachi social boundaries. What will become clear is that while the Afro-Chachi histories are 
interconnected and while there are numerous forms of shared Afro-Chachi cultural expression, 
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difference is often highlighted within the context of interculturality, a position that aligns with 
the “political mobilization of black culture as black” (Birenbaum Quintero 2019: 228) that 
emerged throughout the Americas in the end of the 20th century. Aligning with concerns of 
ecomusicology, I will explain how resources used to make musical instruments, their processes 
of construction, and their existence within a musical economy demonstrate how Afro-Chachi 
interculturality is connected to the land and rooted within the materiality of the instruments 
themselves. As such, I draw from Birenbaum Quintero’s concept of soundworld, which points to 
human and nonhuman sounds included in “spatial practice, affect, and the ontic register” (2019: 
31). Focusing on music’s role in the formation of Afro-Esmeraldeño and Chachi social 
boundaries on the Cayapas River, I consider how overlapping soundworlds inform questions of 
territoriality, history, and identity within the discourse of interculturality. The descriptions of 
musical events toward the end of the chapter show how musical origin stories on the Cayapas 
exist within Afro-Chachi interculturality in regard to the marimba itself as well as another 
musical tema, sanjuanito. Last, I present how the experience of land exploitation is a part of 
Afro-Chachi interculturality, and how it is integrated into cultural expression, for example, with 
the song at the beginning of this chapter and its portrayal of the shared exploitation that Chachis 
and Afro-Esmeraldeños experience and their struggle to earn rights over their land. 
 
Aguas and Afro-Chachi Intercultural Musical Style 
 
Just like the first marimba lesson I ever took in Esmeraldas with Alberto Castillo, 
Guillermo “Papá Roncón” Ayoví also taught me how he plays aguas the first time I met him. 
aguas is a tema, which translates roughly as “theme” or “topic,” but is better understood as a 
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song complex. As prior ethnomusicologists have done, I will maintain the Spanish usage of tema 
in marimba music, because of its reference to a wide variety of features, including varying choral 
verses, phrases and themes for lyrical content, musical phrases, movements for dancers, and 
general ensemble orientation (Ritter 1998: 74; Birenbaum Quintero 2009: 75-76). For example, 
if someone calls out aguas during a performance, the drummers will know to play the 
bambuquiao, they will have a general sense of what tempo to anticipate, and what kinds of 
phrases might interlock well with possible lyrical melodies; the glosador will know what general 
themes to draw from while improvising verses; the respondedoras will have a general idea of 
what the chorus might sound like. Within a participatory setting, any given performance of a 
certain tema may include different melodies, lyrics, and rhythmic variations.  
Meeting Papá Roncón and learning to play aguas is practically a rite of passage for any 
foreigner or Ecuadorian interested in learning about marimba music in El Norte. He is one of the 
most famous marimba players in Esmeraldas and Ecuador, and as such, a ubiquitous figure of 
Afro-Ecuadorian and Afro-Esmeraldeño identity. More pertinent to the discussion at hand is how 
his particular story is embedded within Afro-Chachi interculturality. Residing in Borbón, a town 
where the Cayapas and Santiago rivers meet, Papá Roncón builds and plays marimbas, and also 
holds the position of a legitimate authority on marimba music and history for the countless 
interviewers that arrive to his house from Esmeraldas, Quito, Guayaquil, and abroad.  
Many times, over, Papá Roncón has told the story of how when he was a child, his older 
brother left him with a Chachi family on the Río Cayapas while he went off to the Río Santiago 
in search of a wife.69 Immediately drawn to the sound of the marimba that he heard being played 
                                                        
69 The novel Juyungo, by Adalberto Ortiz (1943) is especially interesting here, because in the 
story, the protagonist finds himself living with a Chachi family for an extended period when he 
was a youth. Moreover, the year this novel was released—1943—Papá Roncón would have been 
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by one of the younger kids in the family, Papá pleaded for a lesson (see Figure 13). He 
particularly likes sharing that learning marimba was a painful process, because his teacher would 
hit him in the back of the hand with a marimba mallet anytime he played a wrong note. Teaching 
methods aside, the point is, Papá Roncón, one of the most well-known representatives of Afro-
Ecuadorian identity, first started learning the marimba—an instrument widely accepted as being 
of African origin and one of the most potent emblems of the African diaspora in Ecuador—from 
an indigenous Chachi man. 
 
 
 
Figure 13: Screenshot of Don Ramón Cimarrón (left) and Papá Roncón (right) playing marimba 
together for a video series about Ecuadorian oral histories by the Ministry of Culture.70 Notice 
that Roncón is wearing Batik fabric from West Africa while Cimarrón is wearing a typical 
Chachi kind of long shirt called juwalli. 
 
Even though Papá Roncón did first learn to play the marimba with the Chachis, he does 
still identify with an Afro-Esmeraldeño musical style. In a description about aguas, he explains 
                                                        
around 9 or 10 years old, only a couple of years younger than Acensión Lastre when he stays 
with the Chachi family in Juyungo.  
70 See: CODE Industria Cultural 2014. 
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Afro-Chachi stylistic differences in marimba music, and while he doesn’t make clear value 
judgements, he does reveal his own bias in stating: 
We have different ways of playing agua and for those who know, they can hear it 
right away and recognize that it’s agua that they are playing, but when the 
Chachis play agua, they only play one tone (García Salazar 2003: 71). 
 
Within aguas, as Papá Roncón suggests here, there are different variations, including agua larga, 
agua grande, and agua corta, indicating the presence of and knowledge about water (Long 
Water, Big Water, Short Water) along the Cayapas. Furthermore, according to Michael 
Birenbaum Quintero’s work with marimba music in Colombia, juga grande is a tema that is 
essentially the Colombian version of aguas (Birenbaum Quintero 2009: 79). Also, Whitten and 
Birenbaum Quintero explain that the lyrical content of aguas usually contains stories about the 
travels of the glosador (Whitten 1967: 3; Birenbaum Quintero 2009: 79).  
Another notable characteristic of aguas is that the lyrics often use imagery of 
lamentation, and a common opening line is “Llora el agua, llora el agua” (“The water cries, the 
water cries”). In the many different versions of aguas that I have come across, lyrics address lost 
love, separated families, shipwrecks, and migration across the Colombia-Ecuador border (see 
Appendix B). One of the most poignant examples of this is in a verse from the version recorded 
by the group Río Mira:71 
Juan Manuel buscando caucho,  
dejó el Río Patía. 
Las lágrimas de su madre,  
mojaron toda la orilla. 
 
Juan Manuel looking for caucho, 
left the Patía River behind. 
The tears of his mother, 
soaked the entire shoreline
This example speaks specifically to the Afro-Esmeraldeño experience, as the Patía River is one 
of the most important in the history of cimarronaje from the region. It flows southward from 
                                                        
71 The group Río Mira is comprised of musicians from Ecuador and Colombia, and will be 
discussed at length in Chapter 4. 
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Colombia, passing Barbacoas, a place from where the majority of Afro-Esmeraldeños’ 
descendants came (see Figure 9). Self-liberated cimarrones would leave mines in Barbacoas and 
surrounding areas, forming palenque communities along the banks of the river, or follow it south 
toward Esmeraldas. The caucho (natural rubber) boom at the turn of the 20th century influenced 
people to leave Colombia and cross the border into Ecuador. As the lyrics from the piece above 
illustrate, these migrations often split families apart, resulting in many people having immediate 
and extended family members that cross the Ecuador-Colombia border today. 
In Papá Roncón’s recording of agua larga (see Example 5),72 after studio-added sounds 
of flowing water, the bordón, or lower marimba part, enters and establishes tema at about 375 
beats per minute. After playing two measures, the tiple, or upper register marimba part, enters, 
calling in the drums, in this case one cununo and one bombo. After, the guasá cylindrical shakers 
enter, followed by Papá singing the main vocal line accompanied by respondadoras, or response 
singers. While it is not expected that a marimba player can sing while playing, it is a respected 
skill that indicates advanced ability. Throughout the recording, the tiple also plays a few different 
stock phrases that closely resemble the vocal melody in the music, establishing heterophony 
between the two parts.  
                                                        
72  Papá Roncón y Katanga, 2000. 
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Example 5: Papá Roncón’s agua larga. Notice the lower bordón pattern, which remains 
consistent throughout the entirety of the piece. Also, note the changes in octave position in the 
upper tiple parts of the marimba. Please note that the pitches indicated here are significantly 
different from the actual tuning of the marimba, and the reader can reference Appendix C for 
more specific pitches. 
 
There are no marimba solos in this recording that are arranged to display virtuosity 
through melodic improvisation, but there are a few vocal breaks, when the marimba tends to play 
stock phrases based on the melody at a higher volume or change to a higher register, with some 
variation. The relationship between voice and marimba is particular to the Afro-Esmeraldeño 
3
5
7
 99 
style, as the Chachi style does not include singing, or guasás, for that matter. Furthermore, this 
marimba-voice relationship is especially noteworthy when comparing marimba music from the 
Cayapas with the presentational performance style in Esmeraldas City.73  
José Gabriel “Don Nacho” Caicedo is another Afro-Esmeraldeño instrument builder and 
musician who is highly respected on the Cayapas, though he hasn’t nearly reached the level of 
fame that Papá Roncón has. Possibly, this is because his home in Telembí is a five-hour boat ride 
from Borbón, where the primary dock for boats traveling along the Cayapas is located. Don 
Nacho, like Papá Roncón, acknowledges that the Chachis have played an important role in 
developing marimba music on the Cayapas today while maintaining the importance of its 
connection to an African ancestry and a Colombian homeland. He told me that “[The Chachis] 
learned [about the marimba] because we, black people, came from outside bringing marimba 
music from Colombia” (Caicedo 2015). At the same time, he doesn’t mean to imply that the 
marimba is only for one group of people and not another, and has also explained that “the 
marimba is everyone’s, of both races” (Macera 2007: 77). Nacho learned how to play from his 
father on a marimba that was built by a Chachi man from San Miguel de Los Chachis, a town 
neighboring Telembí. Likewise, after having his third child, he saw a Chachi man building 
marimbas, and continued visiting and watching, becoming motivated to learn to build them 
himself. Thus, while having learned to play the marimba from his father, his internalization of 
the marimba’s tuning and techniques for building the instrument were both influenced by Chachi 
aesthetics. 
                                                        
73 The various stock phrases taught in the Esmeraldas Conservatory, for example, are presented 
out of context from the vocal parts and are treated more as accompaniment parts than parts that 
interact with the singer. In other words, it is common for marimba students in Esmeraldas City to 
learn that there is a homophonic relationship between the marimba and the singers, and during 
my first couple of years in Esmeraldas, this is how I learned as well. 
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On October 31, 2015, I attended a noche de marimba (marimba night), which occurs 
every two years in Telembí on the same day. It is the first of a three-day celebration of the 
ánimas (souls) of the difuntos (deceased), and is an important occasion in which people both 
remember the deceased and reinforce social ties throughout the community. During these three 
days, no one was allowed to play recordings of music and the town was generally quiet, except 
for the marimba night, and music that accompanied various spiritual ceremonies. On the first 
night, the bells of the church rang to call everybody in town to come attend mass, which included 
prayers and songs accompanied by marimba, bombos, cununos, and guasás. Afterward, the 
instruments were moved to an adjacent building, when everyone returned to their homes for 
dinner, and at around 9 pm, the marimba music started. Many different temas were performed 
throughout the night, including caramba, patacoré, bambuco, andarele, torbellino, peregoyo, 
caderona, and aguas, the last of which was played more times than any of the others.  
 
 
Figure 14: Here it is clear that the majority of the dancers were women, though one man in the 
back right waves his hands in the air, the right one grasping a straw hat just out of the frame. 
The musicians and singers are situated in the back-left corner, one of the marimberos wearing a 
blue hat. 
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In the various performances of aguas, there was call-and-response singing and various 
glosadores, both male and female. For each song, the marimba would begin—first bordón then 
tiple—followed by the bombos, cununos, maracas, guasás, and finally a glosador or glosadora 
(male or female) would enter, prompting a response from a chorus of three to five people. One 
technique used by the marimba players throughout the night was switching to a higher octave 
and playing the instrument at a higher volume, which would invariably increase the amount of 
excitement among all participants. In response, drummers would play with more intensity, 
singers and dancers would belt out a sustained yell, and everybody would raise their hands in the 
air, shaking their maracas or guasás if they had them, a display of excitement also common in 
arrullos. 
This marimba night closely resembled descriptions of the baile de respeto, or dance of 
respect, described by Whitten (1966; 1974; 1994[1974]), especially with regard to the virtually 
platonic interactions between men and women. The marimba, bombos, and cununos were all 
played by men, while the women played the shakers and did most of the singing, and men and 
women mostly conversed among themselves. Women predominated within the dancing, mostly 
with each other in groups or pairs, holding a handkerchief in their right hand and waving it in a 
downward scooping motion to the rhythm of the music or grasping their long skirts and waving 
them left to right (see Figure 14). Some of the men danced alone, also with handkerchiefs or 
straw hats, and only a few times throughout the night were men invited to dance with the 
women.  
Similar to Nacho's description, Chachi musician and instrument builder Don Franco 
Añapa sees that there is much in common between both groups when it comes to the marimba. 
He explains, “black people’s marimba and the Chachis’ marimba are very similar. Nacho plays 
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like a Chachi. Nacho’s father also played like a Chachi. He played together with the Chachis. A 
Chachi on the bordón and him on the tiple” (Añapa 2018). There is one stark contrast between 
the sound, however, which is that Afro-Esmeraldeño marimba music is accompanied by singers 
and guasás, which Chachi marimba music is not; the following analysis will show some of the 
more acute idiosyncrasies that speak to Afro-Chachi musical interculturality.   
The performance context of the following Chachi recording of “Agua Larga de Punta 
Venado”74 indicates intercultural relations between Afro-Esmeraldeños and Chachis. According 
to the recording’s description (Franco and Denoso 2003: 58), a woman was promised marriage 
and when she is later rejected, she approaches the local uñi (Chachi community leader), to 
physically persuade her groom-to-be into accepting the deal once again. While Afro-
Esmeraldeño marimba is not performed at marriage ceremonies, it is worth noting that further 
parallels exist among both groups within the performances, namely the establishment of power 
relations between men and women. In both contexts, women maintain social power over men 
through their ability to control what kinds of options men have, even if those options are distinct. 
                                                        
74 Tradicional, Creación Colectiva 2003. 
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Example 6: Bordón Variations for “Agua Larga de Punta Venado.” Besides the first measure, 
which is the introduction to the entire recording, each measure is repeated and often returned to 
throughout the recording. As with transcription 2.1, the reader can reference Appendix C for 
more specific pitches. 
 
One characteristic of this recording that is shared among other recordings of Chachi 
marimba is that the tempo increases over the first minute or so before it becomes steady. 
Generally, Chachis play significantly faster than Afro-Esmeraldeños; in fact, virtually all the 
recordings I have of Chachi music are faster than other recordings of marimba music from El 
Pacífico that I have come across.75 In this recording the bordón has a great deal of variation, and 
throughout its entirety, I have counted at least nine distinct bordón phrases, which are notated 
above (see Example 6). Moreover, while the bordón varies, the tiple tends to simplify what it 
plays and lower its dynamics, providing sonic space for its counterpart. Another aspect that is 
                                                        
75 The fastest Afro-Esmeraldeño recording in my current collection is one of Papá Roncón’s at 
385 bpm and the slowest Chachi recording I have is at 418. Also, it is worth noting that apart 
from the Chachi recordings and Papá Roncón’s recordings, the fastest marimba recording I am 
aware of from El Pacífico is “Patacoré” by Esteban Copete y Su Kinteto Pacífico, which is 
known for being quite fast, at 375 bpm. 
3
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particular to the Chachi recordings is in the cununo variations, which often start with the highest 
cununo, then repeated by a lower one, and sometimes even another lower one, creating a melodic 
descending effect. 
 In sum, there are basic characteristics of Afro-Esmeraldeño and Chachi marimba music 
that help facilitate distinguishing the two, the most obvious being the fact that within the context 
of Chachi performances, there are no singers or shakers. The distinction with regard to vocal 
parts is an important one to make because of the tiple-voice relationship in Afro-Esmeraldeño 
marimba and tiple-bordón relationship in Chachi marimba. Similarly, the inclusion of shakers 
can significantly add to the intensity and excitement of a performance, as described in the 
marimba night, while their absence in the Chachi example provides sonic space for instrumental 
elaboration. 
 Marimba technique in these recordings indicates shared playing styles between Chachis 
and Afro-Esmeraldeños. Both hands play simultaneously—or in extremely quick succession—76 
and alternate between larger and smaller intervals, anywhere from a third to an octave. This has a 
significant influence on the musical style, because the hands do not alternate between single 
notes while running up and down a scale, and marimba parts generally stay within one position 
(roughly the range of an octave), occasionally shifting octaves. Such a playing technique not 
only has an influence on the sound and the musical style, but also the physical act of playing the 
marimba, where the space between player’s hands widens and narrows as they shift between 
intervals. While very specific, this is a fundamental attribute of the music that is shared between 
both groups, which, coupled with repertoires, performance context, and instruments, indicates 
Afro-Chachi interculturality, while the distinct characteristics establish stylistic boundaries. 
                                                        
76 Not unlike a “flam” used by percussionists in marching bands. 
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Musical Instruments, Materiality, and Economy 
 
Musical instruments on the Cayapas are embedded within social life and the land upon 
which Afro-Esmeraldeños and Chachis live. In the same natural environment, people have access 
to the same raw materials, and specific knowledge is required to extract and cure them in the 
process of instrument construction. Characteristics of these raw materials and their connection to 
the local ecosystem are part and parcel of the long processes involved in tuning marimbas and 
making drums, knowledge of which is informed by Afro-Chachi interculturality and overlapping 
soundworlds on the Cayapas. Furthermore, a musical economy on the Cayapas connects Afro-
Esmeraldeño and Chachi communities with regard to the extraction and circulation of raw 
materials, as well as the distribution of instruments. 
The materiality of instruments and the relationship that musicians and instrument builders 
have with their physical environment are important in the consideration of Afro-Chachi 
interculturality. Birenbaum Quintero’s notion of soundworld, the marimba’s materiality, and the 
construction of blackness in Colombia’s southern Pacific Coast (2019) align with the case of the 
Cayapas, which can add further nuance to the relationship between music, identity, and social 
boundaries in Esmeraldas. Outside of El Pacífico, scholars are beginning to focus more on the 
significance of instrument materiality in the Andes (Tucker 2016) and elsewhere (e.g., Allen 
2011; Dawe 2015), and more generally, there is a growing sense of importance in regard to the 
relationships between people, sound, and their natural environment illustrated by the emerging 
field of ecomusicology (e.g., Guy 2009; Silvers 2015; 2018). Afro-Chachi interculturality, the 
relationships that both groups have to their natural environment, and the raw materials used in 
the construction of their instruments demonstrate why ecomusicology is important, especially 
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when all of these factors are encompassed within questions of ancestral territory as a response to 
environmental devastation. 
Materials for instruments built on the Cayapas nearly all come from the forest in the area. 
The keys of the marimba are made from a type of local palm called the chonta, which itself has 
several variants. Gualte, used by Don Nacho, is known for being the lightest type of chonta, and 
therefore easier to handle and more transportable when finished, although, it is also more fragile 
than the rest. Pambil is the most common type of chonta used in Esmeraldas today, and marimba 
builders like Papá Roncón, Alberto Castillo, and Benjamin Vanegas all prefer it because of its 
durability, which gives the instrument a longer lifespan and also helps it to maintain its tuning 
when being transported to different climates.77 A frame to rest the keys of the marimba is usually 
built using laurel, a type of tree with long and vine-like limbs found throughout the Pacific 
Lowlands. Damagua is a tree from which fibers are extracted and used as a cushion upon which 
the keys of the marimba sit as well as a chord to fasten various parts of the instrument together.78 
Resonators placed underneath the keys of the marimba are made with caña guadúa, a type of 
extremely resilient bamboo found throughout the region, and can be seen every day in cities on 
the coast being used as construction staging for painters and builders. To play the marimba, 
mallets are made by pouring caucho, or non-vulcanized liquid rubber, over a large flat surface, 
letting it dry, and then picking at one small piece, stretching it up and around a stick, and 
wrapping it many times over in order to create a rubber mallet head. 
                                                        
77 Pambil was also commonly used to build houses in Esmeraldas, but as its availability 
diminished, its price became too high and is now only used as an expensive type of flooring. 
78 Damagua is also used in various artisanal products throughout the Pacific Lowlands by people 
of African descent and indigenous alike. It is also common for builders to use nylon string to 
fasten marimba keys to the body of the instrument and strips of vulcanized rubber as a cushion 
for them to sit upon. 
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Acquiring these raw materials require specific knowledge about their connection to the 
local ecosystem. Apart from just being able to identify the correct type of palm tree needed for 
marimba keys, one must also be aware of how old it is, what the nearby vegetation might say 
about its quality, and also what phase the moon is in before cutting the tree down. When the 
moon is full, the wood is more likely to be compromised by insects or splitting after felling the 
trees (Caicedo 2015; Ayoví 2015). Birenbaum Quintero’s contacts from the southern Colombian 
Pacific express a similar concern, which he credits to the waning moon correlating with a lower 
water table, leading to less water in the root systems, and therefore a shorter drying period for the 
wood (Birenbaum Quintero 2009: 101-102). Barrett has explained that the phases of the moon 
were observed by both Afro-Esmeraldeños and Chachis during his fieldwork, but that the latter 
were less strict about following them (Barrett 1925: 56-57). Having said that, the Chachis are 
also well-known as being excellent woodworkers in general—especially for their canoes—and 
their carpentry skills are at times transposed onto value judgements about their instrument 
quality. 
Allowing time for the chonta to dry is extremely important in the tuning process, which 
can be difficult in one of the rainiest and most humid places on the planet.79 A fully-tuned 
marimba with even a minor amount of moisture in its keys will soon become sordo, or deaf 
(meaning “out-of-tune”), as it continues to dry after being completed, which changes the density 
of the wood, and in turn the frequency it produces. This drying period is typically around three 
months, and builders will try and expedite the process as much as possible by keeping it away 
from rainfall, storing it underneath their house, in a back room, or even placing it over a chimney 
                                                        
79 Apart from flooding that regularly occurs along the rivers in Esmeraldas, this region is known 
for having one of, if not the highest, quantities of recorded rainfall (West 1957). 
 108 
top. Once the chonta is dry, the tuning process is rather arduous, involving acute adjustments to 
each marimba key using a machete to remove wood on the bottom of each key, either from the 
middle section to lower the pitch, or from the end to raise it. 
Marimba tuning is perhaps one of the features that is most idiosyncratic, for various 
reasons. The different methods that builders use in the tuning of their marimbas depend on how 
they learned or what kind of marimba they want to make; some use their ear, some use electric 
tuners, and some use other instruments. Likewise, among those who do not use electric tuners, 
there are methods to ensure consistency. On the Cayapas, it is common for marimba builders to 
use a specific tema in the tuning process of the marimba, whereas some builders in Colombia 
make sure that any tune can be played starting from any key on the instrument (Miñana 2010), 
analogous to the 12-note octave in western music.80  
The specific tuning of the marimba on the Cayapas is something that makes it especially 
distinct from the rest of marimba music in Esmeraldas and into Colombia as well. The majority 
of marimbas in Esmeraldas are 2.5 octaves and tuned to A440, either diatonic to the key of C 
(usually with F as the lowest note) or chromatic, the latter of which has been credited as an 
Ecuadorian “innovation” from the 1990s by marimba builder Numas Ramírez from San Lorenzo 
(Ritter 1998; Birenbaum Quintero 2009; Castillo 2014; Vanegas 2015). In Colombia the same 
tuning is also prevalent today, but there are also many builders that tune marimbas by ear using 
their own methods (Birenbaum Quintero 2009; Miñano2010). In an extensive article about the 
localized tuning systems of Colombia, Carlos Miñana explains that while there are many 
                                                        
80 This in fact is something that I have seen one time in Esmeraldas on a marimba that Alberto 
Castillo had be given by somebody, but didn’t know who build the marimba, or where it came 
from. But he did make it a point to show me that he could play the piece caderona starting on 
any of the keys and it always sounded in tune. 
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discrepancies between builders, the keys of their marimbas are usually between a half-step and a 
whole-step apart, and intervals of a third are neutral, that is, neither major, nor minor (Miñana 
2010), and octaves are commonly tuned flat (see Birenbaum Quintero 2019: 42; Appendix C).81  
Agustín Ramón San Martín, a music teacher from highland Ecuador, has been located in 
Esmeraldas for nearly twenty years, and has regularly traveled to communities throughout the 
province to attend musical events. He makes an interesting comment about tuning that points to 
the interculturality of marimba music on the Cayapas, stating:  
[Marimbas] built by Alberto Castillo [are] good, however, the marimba built by 
Papá Roncón has really surprised us, with sound tests that we musicologists have 
found that each key on his marimba doesn’t have one sound, but eight. At first, 
we couldn’t believe it but we have done a lot of work with it, and remember that 
Papá Roncón himself recognizes having learned the instrument with the Chachis. 
I focus on studying the percussion, and in that respect, there are no doubts that it 
belongs to black people, the marimba also belongs to them. Moreover, the sound 
of this instrument is the product of a Chachi tuning method, and in its sound, it is 
beautiful (in Macera 2007: 90).82 
 
That San Martín and his colleagues were surprised by the number of overtones produced on any 
given marimba key is a normal reaction, and the instrument is known for producing particularly 
audible overtones (Birenbaum Quintero 2019: 41-42; Miñano 2010; Vanegas Loor 2015).83 
                                                        
81 Looking through Appendix C could provide insight to commonalities between marimba 
building techniques throughout the El Pacífico region. 
82 Alberto Castillo’s marimbas are ubiquitous throughout Esmeraldas City both because of the 
quality of which he builds them with as well as his political connections as long time instructor 
at the Esmeraldas Conservatory and being the son of Petit Palma, one of the region’s most 
recognizable musical figures. 
83 Measuring the frequencies of marimbas is something that has been carried out by people 
interested in marimba construction in Esmeraldas (Franco and Denoso 2003; Ramón 2007; 
Vanegas 2015) in order to make comparisons between builders. I have conducted a similar 
project with a marimba built by Don Nacho, a marimba built by Papá Roncón, and the frequency 
measurements of a Chachi marimba provided in a book (Franco and Denoso 2003). This was 
mostly an exercise in carrying out a similar kind of analysis that has been done before (see also: 
Miñano 2010), and as such the results reflect that more than anything else. Having said that, 
there were more frequencies and intervals in common between the Chachi marimba and Don 
Nacho’s marimba (see Appendix C). 
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However, San Martín is arguing that the tuning of Papá Roncón’s marimbas are fundamentally 
Chachi, which he equates with a positive aesthetic quality. Self-identifying as a mestizo, San 
Martín’s comments reflect the ideology of mestizaje, in this case, crediting a certain construction 
technique with the Chachis, which produces for him a pleasing aesthetic quality that he 
disassociates from the most celebrated Afro-Ecuadorian marimba player and builder. In this 
example, we can see how specific musical attributes can become intertwined with process of 
racialization that are expressed through discourse and perceived through sound. 
Afro-Esmeraldeños and Chachis both use temas in the process of tuning their 
instruments, though they do not use the same one. Papá Roncón and Don Nacho both explained 
to me that they use aguas as their musical reference while tuning marimbas, and that once they 
can play it in all of its variations, the instrument is properly in tune.84 Chachi builders also use a 
musical reference in the process of tuning the instrument, but rather than aguas they use a tema 
only played among the Chachi known as “Pachanduto” (Franco and Denoso 2003: 37). These 
tuning processes show an interculturality where a method is shared while the means are distinct, 
and as a result, different tunings are likely to emerge. 
The raw materials and the finished instruments are all involved in a local musical 
economy that speaks to Afro-Chachi exchange, shared knowledge about instrument quality, and 
how both groups exist within the larger musical economy of Esmeraldas. For example, Papá 
Roncón, who lives in Borbón, needs to travel far up the Cayapas to get pambil for building 
marimbas, which he buys from a Chachi friend of his who has pre-cut planks just for this 
purpose. Similarly, during one of my visits to Telembí, Nacho was preparing the skin of a 
                                                        
84 This technique has also been noted by the older and now deceased Afro-Esmeraldeño marimba 
builder Remberto Escobar (2000). 
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tatábra (peccary) which is stretched over the un-played side of a bombo, that he had purchased 
from a Chachi man living up the river; the hide of a venado, a local type of small deer, is used on 
the side of the bombo that is played, as it typically has a more thick and durable skin. Both Afro-
Esmeraldeños and Chachis adhere to this practice with bombo skins because everybody who 
makes and plays bombos on the Cayapas knows that the tatábra side of the bombo is more likely 
to break if played hard enough,85 not to mention that its resonance contributes to the plethora of 
sounds heard in marimba music.   
Instrument makers typically have something available for purchase if an interested buyer 
arrives, but if they don’t, an order is placed, usually without any financial exchange. They 
commonly anticipate specific festival dates like saint’s days for arrullos, and especially 
Christmas and Holy Week, the two most important musical periods for Afro-Esmeraldeños and 
Chachis on the Cayapas. Arrullos, which don’t typically involve marimba, happen much more 
frequently during the year throughout El Norte than events involving marimba, so bombos and 
cununos are in higher demand.  
People from Borbón or Esmeraldas City often seek reputable instrument makers on the 
Cayapas to purchase cheaper instruments, or because raw materials are more difficult to find in 
urban centers. Reputations of instrument builders flow down the Cayapas, and opinions about 
who makes the best instruments are disseminated throughout the province. For example, several 
of my friends from Esmeraldas City told me that they prefer the bombos of the Chachi builder 
Don Ramón Cimarrón.86 In fact, the opinion that Chachis are superior in their construction of 
                                                        
85 Beyond instrument construction, everybody is also familiar with venado and tatábra, as both 
are used in culinary dishes, such as encocado, one the most popular Esmeraldeño dishes of meat 
or fish marinated in a coconut-cream sauce. 
86 The surname Cimarrón is a common Chachi surname, and its connection to the cimarrones that 
have been discussed throughout this chapter is something that needs further investigation, but it 
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musical instruments is especially strong among highlanders, and in the extensive liner notes for a 
CD including recordings of Afro, Chachi, and Tsa’Chila marimba music, the authors write, “The 
Chachis are skilled artisans and they are recognized as the best builders of all the instruments 
that comprise a marimba group” (Franco and Donoso 2003: 37).87 This sentiment was also 
shared with me on multiple occasions by my highland informants, and has been reported in other 
publications as well (Medina 1993: 34; Ritter 1998: 144; Macera 2007: 37). While it is the case 
that the Chachis are well-known for their bombo-building—even among Afro-Esmeraldeños—
the same sentiment was not expressed to me about marimbas by Afro-Esmeraldeños; instead, 
people would say Chachi marimbas have a “different sound.” I would also reiterate here that this 
example highlights my own investigative bias, working mainly within Afro-Esmeraldeño circles. 
My point is not to claim who makes the best instruments on the Cayapas, but instead that 
knowledge involved in the construction of instruments at times reinforces social boundaries 
between Afro-Esmeraldeños and Chachis while at other times indicates boundaries that 
encompass both groups. Moreover, the natural environment of the Cayapas, the raw materials it 
provides for instrument builders, and the river that connects all the communities along it all 
mediate the navigation of these boundaries. Likewise, there are certain aspects about tuning 
procedures that are shared, though the resulting marimbas have a characteristic sound that 
produce noticeable differences among people from the Cayapas. Also, the economy around 
which the instruments circulate speaks to another level of Afro-Chachi interculturality and its 
                                                        
has been argued that the surname is borrowed from the same word used for self-liberated slaves, 
see: Coba Andrade 1980: 39. 
87 The Tsa’Chila is another group of indigenous people that also plays the marimba, but they no 
longer live in Esmeraldas, and now live in the province of Santo Domingo de los Colorados to 
the south (See: Chapter 1) 
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reach beyond the Cayapas River. For example, the bombo is an instrument that regularly crosses 
boundaries of musical production while the marimba does not. 
 
Marimba Origins and Afro-Chachi Interculturality 
 
While Papá Roncón does regularly tell the story of how he first learned the marimba 
among the Chachi, he also highlights the instrument’s African origins, thereby affording it a 
certain amount of permanence to the Afro-Ecuadorian population. However, he still maintains 
the significant role that the Chachis have had on marimba music. In an interview with Jonathan 
Ritter in the 1990s, he explains: 
For me, without a doubt, the first to play the marimba in the north zone of the 
Cayapa River were the indigenous Cayapa. I know that the marimba had come 
from Africa, brought by the Spanish or the blacks, but who first played it for the 
Cayapa? One bit of truth: all blacks here in the north learned to play from the 
Cayapa. I know that. I am sixty-seven years old and have lived in the north zone 
all my life; I know all of the people on the Cayapa River, blacks, Indians, 
everyone. And all that play the marimba learned it from the Cayapa (Ritter 1998: 
29, emphasis added). 
 
What is especially significant about this quote to the discussion at hand is that Papá Roncón is 
describing what makes marimba music particularly unique on the Cayapas. Regardless of where 
the marimba came from or what it sounds like, he is adamant that Chachis have played an 
important role in facilitating the persistence of marimba music on this river. Twenty years after 
the aforementioned statement, in fact, he holds firm on his stance, stating: 
The Spanish brought black people here. Black people brought the marimba. And 
something special about the northern zone of this province is that the marimba 
ended up not with black people, but with the indios88 with the Cayapas, who are 
                                                        
88 The term indios, or “Indians,” is a commonly used term for indigenous people throughout 
South America and contributes to the segregation of indigenous groups from the middle-class 
mestizo population while simultaneously homogenizing them as an exotic other. 
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now called Chachis. That’s why I will continue to say even on my deathbed that 
every black person who learned to play the marimba, learned from the Chachis.89 
 
What should be noted here about Papá Roncón's claims in general is that while he regularly 
acknowledges that Chachis have played an important role not only in his life as a marimbero, but 
in marimba music from the region in general, his musical presentations and interviews on 
television or independent video documentaries are framed within discussions of “música afro” 
(black music), that is, within African diaspora discourse. As such, distinctions based in racialized 
categories are often emphasized and Afro-Indigenous dichotomies underscore discussions of 
musical interculturality. Moreover, this framing of the instrument as inherently African has led to 
frustration among some Chachis, and in response, some claim indigenous origins for the 
instrument, further polarizing the Afro-Indigenous dichotomy. 
Afro-Chachi exchange is foundational to the organization of Papá Roncón's biography, 
and although it has nothing about Chachis claiming the marimba’s origin, there are several 
quotes where Papá Roncón goes out of his way to associate its origin with blackness. For 
example, he states, “I am sure and know well that the marimba is a black instrument because my 
elders taught me that, and I have realized that very clearly because I kept seeing it little by little 
and now it is as clear to me as water” (García Salazar 2003: 69). Don Franco Añapa, a Chachi 
marimba builder, explains that he doesn’t “know where the Chachi marimba came from. Since as 
long as I can remember it has always been there. Black people say it comes from Colombia. 
They play a lot of marimba there” (Añapa 2018). While there is plenty of evidence to argue that 
the marimba is African, Chachis still maintain a certain distance from discourses that claim its 
origin as something other than their own. 
                                                        
89 From Ecuadorian national television program “La Caja de Pandora” during an hour-long 
special in homage to Papá Roncón, see: La Caja de Pandora 2015 
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People commonly use two specific examples to argue that the Chachi created marimbas 
independently from Afro-Esmeraldeños. The first has to do with the Chachis’ initial settlement in 
Esmeraldas, Pueblo Viejo, and testimonies stating that marimba music was practiced there 
(Barret 1925; Carrasco 1983). Even though the Chachi eventually decided to leave Pueblo Viejo 
because of constant conflict with others beginning to inhabit the region, it is imagined as a place 
that was foundational in establishing their social and cultural practices that continue into the 
present. Having the marimba associated with this place of Chachi origin within their historical 
imaginary attributes greater significance to the instrument and its origins.90 
Another common argument for Chachi marimba origins is the belief that the instrument 
wasn’t learned from other humans at all, but from the tucán, or toucan bird (Macera 2007; 
Telégrafo 2013). Don Ramón Cimarrón, a highly regarded Chachi instrument builder and player, 
holds that:  
The marimba is originally from the Chachi. We have many rhythms. They say 
that the marimba comes from the toucan bird, that sound is replicated in each 
note. I have taught the musical knowledge and secrets of the marimba with no 
reservation (Telégrafo 2013). 
 
Apart from aguas, caramba, and sanjuanito—which are all part of Afro-Esmeraldeño and 
Chachi repertoires—there are other temas unique to the Chachis, including “Dyomere Kijcapa,” 
“Pichilikuto,” and “Pachanduto,” the last of which is also used to tune the instrument (Franco 
and Denoso 2003: 37). Furthermore, Pachanduto is also associated with the tucán, who “sings in 
the afternoons, emitting songs that coincide with the tones of the marimba” (Macera 2007: 89, 
my translation). 
                                                        
90 Two important aspects that make Pueblo Viejo an important site within the Chachi imaginary 
are that it existed with significant autonomy from governmental control and from Afro-
Esmeraldeños influence, as well as having a spiritual association because of the jaguar that 
discovered it as the place where the Chachi should relocate (see Chapter 1). 
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Learning marimba from a bird is also becoming part of an intercultural oral history 
surrounding the marimba on the Cayapas. Pedro Caicedo, a musician from San Miguel de los 
Negros and brother of Don Nacho, tells the story of learning from a bird. He says:  
There was an old man that used to tell a story about how he learned to play the 
marimba from a little bird on a mountain in the woods. And that little bird, you 
know what we call him? marimbero! He has a different kind of whistle. So that 
man, because he lived up in the mountain, learned how to play the marimba like 
that (maquinacine 2013). 
 
Designating the bird as “marimberos” gives it a name that is not only directly associated with the 
instrument, but also one that is African in its etymology.91 While the idea of learning how to play 
the marimba from a bird is common among Chachis, it isn’t among Afro-Esmeraldeños, and in 
fact, apart from this interview, I have never heard another Afro-Ecuadorian share this story. 
Given the appearance of a bird in Pedro Caicedo’s story, the fact that his father used to play 
marimba with the Chachis, and that the marimba he learned on was likely built by a Chachi as 
well,92 one could assume that it is a Chachi myth that he learned, but more importantly, it 
demonstrates that Afro-Chachi musical interculturality is something that is interwoven with the 
environment within which everybody on the Cayapas lives. 
Don Ramón Cimarrón, one of Papá Roncón’s Chachi teachers, has expressed a desire for 
further clarification about the sound of Roncón’s marimbas. He says that, 
Papá Roncón, for example, came when he was a young boy to learn with me for a 
time, but now he is famous and says that he learned from the duende or in dreams. 
That’s a lie. To recognize from where you have learned is gratitude (Telégrafo 
2013). 
 
                                                        
91 The word marimba is known to be of Bantu origin (Garfías 1983). 
92 I should note that I am assuming this is the case because his brother Nacho explained he 
learned on a marimba built by a Chachi. 
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El duende is a mythical figure among Afro-Esmeraldeños known to get people lost in the monte, 
or woods, sequester children, and generally create mischief (see Escobar 2000; Zuñiga 2008). 
Among Chachis, el duende is known to own all of the wild pigs as well as lead a group of cave-
dwellers that are similar in appearance to the Chachis (Altschuler 1964: 81-82). He is also central 
to another one of Papá Roncón’s famous stories in which el duende taught him how to play the 
guitar. A couple of men working on a plantation owned by the infamous gringo “Chop” came to 
Borbón with a shipment of bananas, and when they heard Papá was interested in learning the 
guitar, they explained that he needed to consult with el duende. In order to do so, he first needed 
to learn a prayer for el duende, and then head into the monte (uninhabited land, usually in the 
rainforest) alone with his guitar and recite it by heart. El duende eventually arrived, and Papá’s 
ability to play the guitar miraculously materialized.  
Here, el duende not only demonstrates how mythology, music, and the monte are all 
interconnected, but how Afro-Chachi interculturality permeates them as well. Even though Papá 
explains how he uses aguas to tune his marimba, he also says that he uses his guitar to do so on 
occasion, which would imply that el duende would have had a hand in the process, thereby 
leading to Don Ramón’s frustration. Learning to play music from el duende is not specific to the 
Cayapas River, however, and musicians in Colombia explain that going into the monte to seek 
out el duende as a teacher is a “surefire way to learn to play marimba,” but it is not common that 
they admit to having done so (Birenbaum Quintero 2009: 94). Papá’s story shows how 
mythology in the region crosses the border, but also how aspects of his story, and mythology in 
general, are intertwined with the local particularities of the Cayapas.  
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Highland mestizos—known as serranos on the coast93—are often interested in 
maintaining the possibility of a Chachi marimba that was created in autonomy from Afro-
Esmeraldeños, even before people of African descent arrived in the region. This has arisen not 
only in my personal experience and research, but Ritter also explains that “popular opinion, 
especially in the highlands, frequently holds that the instrument was passed on to black 
immigrants from the Cayapa and Colorado; conversations with mestizo friends in Quito 
confirmed this lingering belief” (Ritter 1998: 144; emphasis added). Other highland authors 
leave the question open in their own publications as well (e.g., Carrasco 1983; Zuñiga 2008; 
Mullo 2009). 
 
The sanjuanito and Interculturality 
 
Highland mestizos arguing for indigenous origins expand beyond just the history of the 
marimba and also relate it to another tema on the Cayapas, the sanjuanito which shares its name 
with one of the most popular highland music genres. I am not aware of the Cayapas sanjuanito 
being played anywhere else in Esmeraldas or Colombia, and it is one of, if not the most popular 
temas among Afro-Esmeraldeños and Chachis during Christmas. In other words, the sanjuanito 
is particular to the Cayapas and demonstrates interculturality at the local level, and discourses 
about it also demonstrate the Afro-Indigenous dichotomy that is present in mestizaje at the 
national level. While the sanjuanito is very closely related in musical style and performed during 
the same time of year among Afro-Esmeraldeños and Chachis, the context of performance is 
                                                        
93 From the Spanish cognate “sierra.” 
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distinct between them, but the difference that is highlighted by outside observers derives from 
questions of origins.   
In 2014, I traveled to Telembí with Agustín Ramón San Martín, who was planning to 
meet his Quiteño94 friend, Gustavo Lovato, when we arrived there. Lovato is from Quito and is 
the musical director of the “Fundación Filharmónica Casa de La Música” (Philharmonic 
Foundation House of Music), one of the premier recital halls and conservatories for western 
classical music in the country. I had anticipated doing an interview with Don Nacho, but the 
presence of Lovato and San Martín, as well as Quiteña anthropologist Tania Macera, turned it 
into more of a group discussion. At one point in this discussion, Nacho was mentioning various 
marimba temas, and one in particular caught the attention of Lovato and San Martín: the 
sanjuanito. Nacho happily obliged them with a quick demonstration (Exampe 7): 
 
Example 7: Sanjuanito demonstration played by Don Nacho Caicedo. 
 
After Nacho finished playing, Lovato pondered, “the sanjuanito must be more 
indigenous, of an indigenous influence, do you [Nacho] agree?” (Telembí 2014). Nacho, 
unfamiliar with the highland sanjuanito, decided that it must be a coincidence in names. Macera, 
who has spent a great deal of time conducting field work in El Norte and in Telembí specifically, 
agreed with Don Nacho and went on to dictate lyrics from a Papá Roncón recording of the same 
tema. 
 
 
 
 
                                                        
94 Someone from Quito. 
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Sanjuanito viene 
Sanjuanito va. 
Todo lo que traen 
al cura de da. 
Cuando venga el cura, 
les voy a contar, 
“Las piñas de a medio, 
se las dan a real.” 
 
Sanjuanito comes, 
Sanjuanito goes. 
Everything they get,  
is given to the priest. 
When the priest comes, 
I’m going to tell them, 
“Those medium-size pineapples, 
you should sell them for one real.” 
 
While the marimba part of the Chachi sanjuanito is virtually identical to the transcription above, 
lyrics, as with all marimba music, are a clear indicator of Afro-Chachi difference.  
In 1925, Barrett argued that the Chachi sanjuanito is “a recent importation from the 
mountain region which appears to be more or less, if not entirely, of Spanish origin” (Barrett 
1925: 326). There is another possibility that the Cayapas sanjuanito is of Andean origin: the 
highland sanjuanito is commonly played among Afro-Ecuadorians in the highland region of the 
Chota-Mira River Valley (Lara 2011; Wong 2012: 142-143). As I explained in the previous 
chapter, in the second-half of the 18th century, when new mining projects were being developed 
in Esmeraldas, Chota Valley was one of the places from where slaves were transported (Rueda 
2012), and as such, people coming from there could have brought its rhythms or melodies. While 
my concern is more about why origins are important to people in Ecuador less about concluding 
the true origins of the sanjuanito, a brief sketch of the sanjuanito can elucidate how people might 
argue its indigeneity.  
The Andean sanjuanito is the most popular indigenous and mestizo genre in Ecuador, 
most commonly performed during an annual summer solstice celebration known as inti-raymi. It 
has a duple meter and its melodies are typically minor and pentatonic. There are generally two 
highland sanjuanito types, including the indigenous, which is instrumental and played by two 
cane flutes accompanied by circular dancing, and the mestizo, which has binary form and more 
elaborate instrumentation, including stringed instruments and lyrics (Wong 2012: 50). The 
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characteristic rhythm in the highland sanjuanito, whether mestizo or indigenous, is a repeating 
pattern playing 1 2 3 + 4, and can be heard in the drums or accompanying instruments.95 
 
 
 
Example 8: Bombo patterns played for sanjuanitos from the Andes (top) and the Cayapas 
(bottom). 
 
The transcription above (Example 8) provides the bombo patterns used in Andean and 
Cayapas sanjuanitos, and indicates a close similarity in rhythms, though they are offset from 
each other. Also, the Andean version does not provide a significant separation of accents, and 
each measure can stand alone. The Cayapas version, however, accentuate beats one, three, and 
four, so that the rhythm cannot be understood without hearing it across multiple measures. 
Moreover, while both rhythms of them accent three strokes in a row, in the highland sanjuanito, 
three beats separate each three-stroke accented pattern, while the Cayapas sanjuanito separates 
this pattern by only one beat. The point is, this comparison could potentially be used to argue 
that the Cayapas sanjuanito comes from the Andean sanjuanito, though a certain amount of 
notational liberty would be necessary.  
The sanjuanito was by far the longest and most exciting music played at both 
Christmases that I attended in Telembí, and involved singing and dancing not only by the 
                                                        
95 Wong (2012: 50) notes that the piece “Pobre Corazón” is one of the most famous sanjuanito, 
and could therefore be a useful reference in making an aural comparison here. 
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principal singers, but by nearly everyone that was attending. During the performance, two bed 
sheets were spread at waist-height across the center of the church and children grasped the edges 
in order stretch them out. Small (white) dolls representing the Baby Jesus were then tossed onto 
the sheets and the children “rocked them to sleep” by shaking their hands (see Figure 15). 
Meanwhile, everybody else who wasn’t playing an instrument proceeded around the sheets in a 
dance-like march, changing direction every few minutes. As the instruments continued with little 
variation, people sang various different songs that were all harmonically, melodically, and 
rhythmically distinct; also, there was no melody sung in heterophony with the marimba part, 
unlike the majority of other marimba temas. When the sanjuanito finished, the bedsheets were 
put away and the drummers and singers approached the altar to sing arrullos, followed by a break 
for bread, hot chocolate, and aguardiente.96 Once everybody was recharged, a new sanjuanito 
began, and this cycle continued for four other times before I went to sleep at around 4:45 in the 
morning. 
                                                        
96 Aguardiente is a common type of alcohol made from cane sugar. 
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Figure 15: Celebration for Niño Dios, or Baby Jesus, at the Church in Telembí. Activities begin 
around midday as the instruments and decorations (such as the palm-leaf roof at the altar), and 
once the music begins around 8 pm on Christmas Eve, it continues until daybreak on Christmas 
day. 
 
As I primarily worked with Afro-Esmeraldeños during my fieldwork, I did not attend any 
Chachi musical events on the Cayapas. However, descriptions by Barrett, Papá Roncón, and Don 
Nacho confirm that the sanjuanito is played by the Chachis during wedding ceremonies, which 
also occur during Christmas, as well as Holy Week. Weddings happen during these two periods 
because a priest typically visits ceremonial centers like those in Zapallo Grande or Punta de 
Venado during these dates and can thereby sanctify the unions. Apart from the priests, many 
Chachis living outside of the Cayapas in urban areas or in other riverine communities, return to 
these centers during celebratory periods. These ceremonial centers are largely uninhabited during 
the year and mainly used during these festival periods, and the first two times I passed Punta de 
Venado during the offseason, I assumed that it had been completely abandoned, until I passed it 
a couple of days before Christmas on my way to Telembí and saw boats full of Chachis 
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unloading on the center’s banks. As these centers fill up for the events, and because weddings 
only happen twice a year, it is common that multiple couples are married, and music and dancing 
will occur for several days in a row.  
Given the celebratory context of weddings and family reunions, the sanjuanito is one of 
the most festive Chachi temas, and the one time I was able to see Chachi music performed live, 
was at a staged performance of a sanjuanito in Esmeraldas City. Similar to descriptions of 
Chachi wedding dance described by researchers (Barrett 1925; Carrasco 1988; Yépez 2010), I 
saw six couples on stage facing each other and proceeding back and forth in a march-like dance 
and sporadically hopping forward or backward. Clearly enjoying themselves, they were mostly 
unaware of the presentational context: they never addressed or engaged with the audience and 
seemed to play and dance as if they were at a ceremony in Punta Venado (see Figure 16). In 
other words, while this performance was in a presentational space, the music did not adhere to 
characteristics associated with presentational contexts, but instead with those of participatory 
contexts (see Turino 2008a). 
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Figure 16: Chachi youths performing during the annual August celebrations for independence, 
this particular stage sponsored by the Ecuadorian Ministry of Culture. 
 
The Afro-Indigenous divide is something that has been complicated throughout the 
history of Ecuador, and a gap has been widening in recent years. As I have shown here, ideas 
about the origins of the marimba are intertwined in Afro-Chachi exchanges, as is the sanjuanito, 
and furthermore, the Afro-Indigenous dichotomy is similarly emphasized when questions of 
origins and temas are discussed among highland mestizos. This can lead to ideas of indigenous 
homogeneity, such as Lovato quickly concluding that the sanjuanito is of indigenous origin. 
Also, such divisions often reinforce stereotypes associated with black and indigenous people.  
For example, the following description by an author from Quito re-inscribes the Afro-
Indigenous dichotomy in such a polarizing manner that African descendants and Chachis are 
effectively censored from mestizaje, and even zambaje.97 She writes:  
                                                        
97 Zambaje is discussed in Chapter 1, and is an ideology that is specifically oriented in opposition 
to mestizaje, as it is about families formed between Afro-Esmeraldeños and Indigenous people 
since the early colonial period. 
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Each group interprets the marimba in a completely different way, with their own 
rhythm and cadence. In the case of the chachi, this is clear in the melancholy tone 
of indios…That of Afro-Esmeraldeños: the rhythm is hot (“caliente”), the 
percussion of the bombos and cununos with their deep and profound sounds 
interlocked with the rhythm of the marimba that gives way to the indian ancestors 
with the sound of nature, water, and a synchronicity of song, praise, and universal 
spirituality (Zuñiga 2008: 104-105).98 
 
This description emphasizes othering musical stereotypes that are underscored by processes of 
racialization, namely that the rhythm of black people is “hot” and that of indigenous people is 
“melancholy.” Melancholy or sad are terms often used by serranos and costeños99 in Ecuador to 
describe Andean indigenous people and their music, which is commonly credited to the cold 
climate in the Andes, a generalization that has been noted in other Andean countries (see Rios 
2005). Furthermore, the association of “hot” rhythms with black people dates back to the first 
edition of the journal Ethnomusicology (Waterman 1948), and has been recently revisited, 
notably with regard to pushing against othering terminologies and instead focusing on “a 
common phenomenology of experiencing heat” (Marie and Copeland 2017: 29). It is extremely 
hot and humid in Esmeraldas—often paralyzingly so—something musicians and dancers have to 
deal with, invariably covered in sweat during performances. 
Afro-Chachi co-habitation on the Cayapas River and the interculturality that exists 
between them demonstrate that hot-cold/Afro-Indigenous descriptions are products of mestizaje 
in Ecuador, othering both groups from each other as well as from the majority of the country’s 
population. Instead, as I have shown here, musical style, repertoire, instruments, construction, 
sound, performance, and the natural environment all present overlapping soundworlds of Afro-
Esmeraldeños and Chachis. Another aspect of social life and the natural environment within 
                                                        
98 This is from a biography about Petita Palma, one of the most well-known figures of Afro-
Esmeraldeño music and identity. 
99 Costeño is a term for a person from the coast. 
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which people on the Cayapas live has to do with the exploitation of raw materials by foreign 
companies and the devastation they cause on natural resources and the welfare of the local 
population, which I will cover in the following section. 
 
Interculturality and the Boom-Bust Economy Today 
 
Land exploitation and the abuse of local labor that has characterized the “boom-bust 
economy” of Esmeraldas since the second half of the nineteenth century (Hauser 1961; Whitten 
1965) has resulted in significant damage to local ecosystems on the Cayapas today, and 
territorial laws influence social, political, and economic life more than ever. Only one or two 
generations ago, people on the Cayapas were able to inhabit tierras baldías and develop private 
farms, and when territories overlapped, issues were settled between parties involved (Garcia 
Salazar 2003; Minda 2009). Those same tierras baldías, however, were also acquired and 
controlled by non-Esmeraldeño entrepreneurs. Today, there is less and less forest each year for 
locals to derive a living from sustainably, and as the cash economy develops, local labor and 
social life adapts. Companies owned and operated by non-Esmeraldeños, known as blanco-
mestizos (white-mestizos) or colonos (colonists) in Esmeraldas, dominate the natural resource 
economy yet bear no responsibility for resulting territorial conflicts or the damages that they do 
to the natural environment. As Papá Roncón explains,  
From what I can realize, the people at fault for these fights between indios and 
blacks are the gringos and the government, because they are the ones that started 
defending indios and leaving blacks to the side. Now black people are fighting for 
the recognition of their rights, and as a witness here in this Cayapas river, we 
black people have been living since many years ago, and even according to elder 
indios, black people arrived here at the same time as the…Chachi (García Salazar 
2003: 77). 
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Issues of land propriety are not the fault of Afro-Esmeraldeños or Chachis—their ancestors were 
both forced onto the land anyway—but as Roncón explains, there is more conflict between the 
groups than there has been in the past. Perhaps, it is not that they need the government to 
promote interculturality—which has been a fundamental part of life for generations—but instead 
to better regulate business and enforce sustainable procedures on foreign companies to stop 
abusing the land beyond repair. 
The exploitation of natural resources and the abuse of local laborers has been a part of 
social life in Esmeraldas for so long that it appears in literature, song lyrics, and poems.100 The 
song in the epigraph of this chapter for example, demonstrates the silenced position of both 
indigenous people and Afro-Ecuadorians. The following arrullo (in García Salazar 2012:150) 
also speaks to environmental sustainability, with locals pleading for entrepreneurs to find another 
source of income. 
No corten el bosque 
hagamos un sacrifício. 
No corten el bosque 
buscamos otro beneficio. 
 
Don’t cut down the forest 
let’s make a sacrifice. 
Don’t cut down the forest, 
let’s find another revenue.
Interviews from the northern region of Esmeraldas illustrate how people have 
internalized the historical context of abuse associated with the African palm oil industry. For 
example: 
Now we’re living in the era of the [African] palm, just like before it was the era of 
the banana, and after that came the shrimp farms. All of that came and it left. 
When the era of the palm is over, everybody involved in it will abandon their 
work and leave (In García Salazar 2007: 25).101 
                                                        
100 Apart from the aforementioned song and the décima (poem) that is discussed below, in the 
novel Juyungo, one of the chapters describes the protagonist traveling down the river with 
lumber, but is only able to sell it at a very small fraction of the price that had been originally 
offered by the company that buys raw materials. 
101In this book, Territorios Ancestrales, Identidad, y Palma, local Afro-Esmeraldeño 
anthropologist Juan García organizes many interviews organized into general topics, interspersed 
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However, as the African palm industry has continued to develop not just in El Norte, but 
throughout Esmeraldas and the Colombian coast, people are concerned that the current boom 
will never subside. Another concerned Esmeraldeño explains: 
For many years these lands in the north of Esmeraldas were used to cultivate 
whatever the market needed, but it seems like it’s something else now. Now they 
don’t only want to exploit the land. Now they want the land, and what we don’t 
know is what they want to do with us (García Salazár 2007: 26).   
 
The amount of pollution from these African palm farms has been extremely devastating to the 
ecosystem, contaminating the water and killing fish that provide a fundamental part of people’s 
nutrition. Even more devastating, Juan García reports that from 2003 to 2004, poisoned children 
and work-related accidents on the farms contributed to more than 75% of deaths at the public 
hospital in the largest town in El Norte, San Lorenzo (García Salazár 2007: 136). 
Apart from the boom-bust economy’s devastation of human and natural life, it also 
increases the value of the land and influences Afro-Chachi conflict. Laws that have protected 
Chachi control of lands during the colonial period (Yépez 2010) continue into the 20th century, 
though they have been ignored historically. As Barret described in the 1920s:  
Enforcement of these laws, however, has been quite another matter, for the 
negroes, descendants of former slaves of Colombia and Ecuador, in later years 
have worked their way up the streams until now their houses extend as far as 
Corriente Grande (Barrett 1925: 37).  
 
Unfortunately, Barrett does not contextualize the reason why black people moved to the region 
in the first place: only one or two generations after the abolition of slavery, the only 
opportunities of employment were those working for foreign companies that abusively exploit 
                                                        
with a minimal amount of his own theoretical analysis as part of a kind of applied anthropology 
that he calls etnoeducación, or ethnoeducation. Etnoeducación has to do with counter-hegemonic 
forms of education and research through the presentation of information with an emic approach, 
which will be discussed further in Chapter 3. 
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the natural resources of the land. Afro-Chachi conflicts and disagreements should be secondary 
to those involved with colonos, however, because of the reconceptualization of territory, the 
opposite seems to be the case. As I have shown throughout this chapter, while much is shared in 
musical style, instrument construction, and a musical economy, people still often emphasize 
difference. The boom-bust economy has left nearly nothing for local people, and while the Ley 
Orgánica aims to facilitate the establishment of collective rights, mestizaje obligates the local 
population to self-identify as different. 
While there have been abusive people and Afro-Chachi conflicts, this is not something 
that was just accepted as appropriate. For example, an excerpt from the most prevalent genre of 
Afro-Esmeraldeño poetry—the décima—speaks to a sympathy that exists among Afro-
Esmeraldeños in regard to conflict that has occurred with Chachis. “La Matanza de Los 
Cayapas,” or “The Slaughter of the Cayapas,” tells the story of the same group of bandits—
pelacaras (face-peelers)—mentioned in the previous chapter from the novel Juyungo by 
Adalberto Ortiz (1943).     
Ellos no tenían piedad, 
de matar cualesquiera, 
mataron esa panteras, 
a esos pobres caminantes. 
Pasaron para la frontera; 
Eudulio y Segundo Sánchez. 
They had no piety, 
for killing anybody, 
they killed those panthers, 
those poor walkers.  
They crossed the border; 
Eudulio y Segundo Sáchez. 102 
 
The protagonists of this décima, the infamous pelacaras, were bandits that would roam the 
region, robbing local communities and families. The word “cayapos” is also used in this décima, 
which is generally understood as a pejorative for Chachis today, using the imagery of the panther 
speaks to an Afro-Esmeraldeño understanding of Chachi lifeways. As mentioned in the previous 
                                                        
102 In García Salazar 2002. See Appendix D for full décima. 
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chapter, the panther or jaguar is an important animal that Chachis may embody, like the first time 
they began to plan their descent down the Andes from Ibarra. Also, the escape of the pelacaras 
across the border indicates its proximity to communities in El Norte, and how crossing it can be a 
means to avoid a run-in with the law. 
Thus, I would agree with Papá Roncón that Afro-Chachi territorial disputes are largely 
due to the continuing abuse of the boom-bust economy led by colonos. Apart from these 
examples, it seems natural that conflicts or disagreements would have existed between the two 
groups, and they did, but over time there have been social boundaries established that maintain 
what is generally acceptable interaction between them. What the décima above shows is that the 
violence and crime that exists in the region is not a result of Afro-Chachi animosity, but instead 
of the introduction of new power dynamics and the cash economy to the region.  
 
Conclusion 
 
The prominence of Afro-Chachi interculturality within musical style, instrument 
construction, musical economies, origin stories, and territory demonstrates that people on the 
Cayapas River have spent generations living in co-existence, and the management of boundaries 
has been articulated through music and discourse about it. Musical boundaries are sonically 
perceivable for example, in the singing and guasás, which is foundational to Afro-Esmeraldeño 
music and not to Chachi music. At the same time, other instruments like the marimba and drums      
are heard regularly within Afro-Esmeraldeño and Chachi music, indicating musical boundaries 
that encompass both groups. There are also more specific features like instrumental variation and 
marimba technique that point to idiosyncrasies that are important factors in comparing and 
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contrasting musical styles and understanding musical boundaries. The instruments are all 
produced from the same raw materials and often purchased and sold between both groups, all of 
which indicates how Afro-Esmeraldeño and Chachi soundworlds overlap. 
I have presented various examples that demonstrate an ambiguity of opinion about what 
is shared between both groups, and it seems that differences are more often highlighted when 
questions about identity and ancestry are directly addressed, most notably in questions about 
origins. On the one hand, Afro-Indigenous distinctions that are regularly emphasized within 
political contexts speak to the continuing prevalence of mestizaje in Ecuador. On the other hand, 
representatives of one group may not even be able to tell the difference between musical styles. 
For example, the website for the Centro Cultural Afroecuatoriano (Afro-Ecuadorian Cultural 
Center) recently added a new welcome page, with graphics of Afro-Ecuadorians and quotes from 
Malcom X and Martin Luther King, Jr. that are accompanied by the same Chachi recording of 
“Agua Larga de Punta Venado” analyzed above.103 In other words, it is commonly agreed upon 
that there are significant differences between Afro-Esmeraldeño and Chachi marimba when 
questions about difference are asked. However, the similarities in sound may trump such 
difference, even when that sound may exist within a space that is so intimately connected to 
distinguishing identities. 
In the beginning of the chapter, I alluded to the idea that within contemporary 
conceptualizations of territory and territorial laws such as Ley Orgánica, a shared Afro-Chachi 
ancestry is plausible. Given the history of Afro-Indigenous relations in Esmeraldas, all of the 
commonalities in marimba music played among both groups, the abuse that people in rural 
communities of El Norte have experienced in Esmeraldas by foreign companies, and the way 
                                                        
103 http://centroafroecuatoriano.org.ec/ 
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that land has been (and continues to be) taken from under them, it seems as if Afro-Indigenous 
divides produced by mestizaje are a key factor in maintaining the boom-bust economy of 
Esmeraldas that has existed for more than a century. All of the examples in this chapter 
demonstrate that interculturality has been a foundational aspect of social life in Esmeraldas for 
many generations, and that legislation involving it could benefit from examining Afro-Chachi 
relations more closely. Some of interculturality’s applications have, in fact, had unintended 
consequences, such as the spatial reorientation of Chachi communities. German Añapa explains:  
Chachis, culturally, we are not from one community, like we are today. In our 
culture, we used to live separately. One house here, one house an hour upriver, 
another house another hour even further up. That’s how we used to live. But when 
intercultural and bilingual education began, only then did we begin to populate 
and come together a little bit more. The kind of houses we live in now, we copied 
from other people. Our old houses didn’t have rooms or walls. House was outside. 
So, all of those relations, contacts, friendships help us value ourselves…We have 
family in another community. The community up there has families here in this 
community…so in that way we value each other and think of ourselves as one 
family, as one home (Cordicom Ecuador: 2016). 
 
While education and cross-cultural understanding are considered altruistic endeavors, what the 
ends of these means are should perhaps be analyzed with more scrutiny. 
In the following chapter, I continue to address interculturality and its pertinence within 
the Afro-Ecuadorian project known as etnoeducación, or ethnoeducation. Ethnoeducation is an 
educational strategy and ideology based around developing an Afro-Ecuadorian diaspora identity 
that aims to establish the most salient particularities of the black population in Ecuador. Mainly, 
ethnoeducation struggles with a tension between revitalizing local forms of expression and 
managing the dominance of transnational ones. As such, while Chachis have played an 
undeniably important role in Afro-Esmeraldeño style—clearly emphasized by Papá Roncón 
himself—their musical recognition is often framed within African diaspora identity projects. 
Though I will move further away from the Chachi influence in the remainder of this dissertation, 
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it should be understood that Afro-Indigenous relations in Esmeraldas have been fundamentally 
important to history, social life, cultural expression, and power relations in the province. 
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CHAPTER 3: 
DIASPORA ETNOEDUCACIÓN: UNLEARNING THE TRANSNATIONAL AND 
RELEARNING EL PACÍFICO 
 
 
 When I first met Benjamin Vanegas, he told me “we’re going to win a Grammy this 
year.” After our first interview, it became clear that his desire to create music in the El Pacífico 
style was matched by his professional aspirations. I went to see Benjamin at 10am as we had 
planned the previous day, and when I arrived to his house, he was just waking up. “A real 
musician,” I thought. 
 “Nooooo, I’ve been up for hours,” he told me with swollen eyes and wearing only a pair 
of shorts. “Do you want some yerba (herb)?” he offered with a devilish laugh, showing me a 
small gourd with a silver straw. I snickered, realizing he meant the loose-leaf tea, yerba mate, 
and gladly accepted. “My partner got me into yerba when I lived in Argentina a few years back,” 
he said, “but we split up recently, which has been tough because my marimba workshop was 
located at her place. Now I’m building a new one at my mother’s house, but it’s only just getting 
started…”  
 For our interview, I had all of my questions prepared, but Benjamin becomes easily 
impassioned while discussing subject matter that interests him. We were casually conversing 
about different kinds of music and artists that we like from the Caribbean, and he told me how 
most of his professional career has involved performing music from there, especially from Cuba, 
such as son, salsa, and nueva trova. He also explained that his more recent projects were a result 
of his desire to begin working more closely with music from El Pacífico, and went on to say:   
The deepest desires of my being as a person are to return. To unlearn certain 
things. To leave them behind. It is difficult to unlearn! It is much harder than 
learning. But what we need to do is unlearn in order to be able to relearn 
(Vanegas 2014). 
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Benjamin was commenting on having been raised in a cosmopolitan center like Esmeraldas City 
and that its musical soundscape is mostly comprised of transnational genres. He wants to try and 
remove musical habits he has developed while living within this soundworld, and focus more 
closely on those from the El Pacífico soundworld, from whichever side of the border they may 
be.  
 Countless gourds of mate and three hours of recorded interview later, Benjamin invited 
me to lunch, followed by a visit to the recording studio where he was working on a new song. 
We went to the consejo provincial (provincial council building), which houses the largest theatre 
in Esmeraldas, seating close to four hundred people. Carlos Paredes, guitarist for the group 
Taribo and sound engineer, was in charge of maintaining the theatre and running the sound 
booth, which he also used as an ad hoc recording studio while I was in Esmeraldas. For twenty 
minutes or so, Benjamin entertained us with jokes that were about anything from former 
Ecuadorian president Abdalá “El Loco” Bucaram, to the size of Carlos’s feet. “Hey, Carlitos,” 
said Benjamin, “we should record something with the gringo,” he interjected himself. 
 Nesting ideas for creative projects within less-than-serious conversation, political rants, 
and inspired stories about the history of Esmeraldas are typical of Benjamin and something that 
makes him so charismatic. As I barely knew him at this time, I was intrigued by his persona, and, 
of course, his proposition, but still a little confused by his assumption that my musical abilities 
were adequate as he had yet to hear me play. Telling Carlos and Benjamin that I was there to 
conduct research about music in Esmeraldas for my PhD was apparently all they needed to hear. 
“Carlitos, put on Del Mismo Palo” (From the Same Stalk) so the gringo can listen to it.” He 
turned to me, “I need you to record marimba on this one, gringo.”  
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 In the lyrics of “Del Mismo Palo,” Benjamin makes many different references to local 
natural resources, music, and other forms of cultural expression, some of which are particular to 
Esmeraldas, El Pacífico, and even to the larger transnational diaspora. Hearing it for the first 
time, I was immediately moved to ask about his references to Alonso de Illescas, the most 
prolific figure of cimarronaje in Esmeraldas today, and at the time someone that particularly 
interested me. Benjamin shared his mutual interest in Illescas, and then went on to talk about two 
other cimarrones mentioned in the song, Antón and Makandal, whom he seemed to find even 
more interesting. Antón, while less recognized in written and oral histories of Esmeraldas, was 
another early cimarrón leader alongside Alonso de Illescas. Benjamin liked Antón because he is 
known for having been the most physically strong of the cimarrones and also because his history 
involves no negotiations with the Spanish Crown. Makandal, another historical figure Benjamin 
seemed to be truly fascinated by, was a cimarrón from Haiti. He was, Benjamin explained, 
extremely strong and nearly invincible, pointing out that he lost an arm while extracting sugar 
cane juice from the trapiche (a large hand-powered machine that squeezes the juice out of sugar 
cane stalks), and that his remaining arm became extremely strong as a result. He also described 
how Makandal was an alchemist, and contributed to the Haitian Revolution by poisoning 
colonialists. At this point, he looked at me, about to explode with laughter, and said, “Gringo! 
You’re a colonialist! But it’s okay. I still want you to record with us on this song.” 
 
*** 
 
 This chapter presents how music and its related forms of cultural expression are applied 
to strategies used in constructing diaspora identities. An approach to re-designing the educational 
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system in Ecuador called etnoeducación, or ethnoeducation, emerged in the 1990s alongside civil 
rights movements or the Afro-Ecuadorian population, which focused on developing positive self-
identification with blackness and equal rights. During the same time, interculturality was 
emerging, and as such, ethnoeducation could supplement its aim to develop an understanding 
between culturally autonomous groups by re-framing how Afro-Ecuadorians were perceived. 
Afro-Ecuadorians were not even mentioned in any of the country’s constitutions until 1998, and 
ethnoeducation became a means to legitimize their identity by publishing materials such as 
anthologies of poems and stories, biographies of musicians, and documentaries about Afro-
Ecuadorians. The ideology of ethnoeducation opposes the dominance of mestizaje in Ecuador’s 
educational system, and the strategy that supports ethnoeducation involves creating new ways to 
educate Afro-Ecuadorians. 
 Cuentos, or stories, and décima poems were the two forms of cultural expression 
involved in the earliest projects for ethnoeducation (García Salazar 1985), while today, music is 
arguably the most prevalent. While cuentos and décimas are known around Esmeraldas and 
sometimes appear at events organized specifically for them, staged performances of music and 
dance are a regular occurrence throughout the year in Esmeraldas City, and Afro-Esmeraldeño 
music has been performed throughout Ecuador and abroad regularly since the 1970s and into the 
present. Moreover, traditional Afro-Esmeraldeño music is regularly sampled in other popular 
styles from El Pacífico like salsa choque104 or larger pan-Latino genres like reggaetón. As a 
result, the marimba is the most ubiquitous musical instrument from Esmeraldas, and proponents 
of ethnoeducation, such as local folklorists and anthropologists, aim to manage how the marimba 
                                                        
104 Salsa choque is commonly described as a combination of salsa and reggaetón, and it gets the 
name choque from the word for “to crash” or “to hit” because the dancers bump hips.   
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is interpreted (García Salazar n.d.; Montaño 1999; García Salazar 2003; García Salzar 2007; 
Antón 2014; Minda 2014), which at times contradicts the motivations of musicians who are 
trying to establish a professional career performing music within the style. According to 
ethnoeducation, Afro-Esmeraldeño music should be distinct from transnational genres and serve 
as a means to teach Afro-Esmeraldeños and non-Afro-Esmeraldeños about social life in 
Esmeraldas. 
 The presence of local music within transnational style and the influence of transnational 
styles on local music is a point of some controversy within ethnoeducation projects. How 
marimba music is learned and taught as well as who makes it and what it sounds like are 
connected to discourses of history, ancestral memory, and authenticity. Marimba music has been 
performed in Esmeraldas since at least the 18th century (see Chapter 1), and elder musicians are 
understood as representatives of what music “used to” sound like before transnational genres 
began to influence the soundscape and musicians that live in it. In other words, elder musicians 
make Afro-Esmeraldeño music that sounds the way it is “supposed to” sound, especially among 
proponents of ethnoeducation. Who to learn from, what should be learned, how to learn, and 
even who should be allowed to learn are all a part of musical ethnoeducation and point to the 
power dynamics involved.  
 A close examination of specific musicians and music ensembles in Esmeraldas will 
clarify the role of ethnoeducation in the construction of diaspora identities. A specific aspect of 
the “ideal-type” diaspora model (Clifford 1993: 306) that I consider in this chapter is the 
“imagined homeland,” because for Afro-Esmeraldeños, there are multiple such homelands. 
Given the migration and displacement from El Pacífico that has contributed to the majority of the 
Afro-Esmeraldeño population in the present, how people imagine Colombia is often analogous to 
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homeland imaginings in general, where people discuss histories, ancestries, authenticity, a desire 
to return, and show that when people in Esmeraldas think about the past, they may think about 
multiple homelands (e.g., Alajaji 2013; Jong 2012; Manuel 2015; Silverman 2012). Heidi 
Feldman’s introduction of the “Black Pacific” (2005; 2006) as a region of the African diaspora 
that has been overlooked in scholarship, as well as some of her theoretical underpinnings, align 
with the case of Esmeraldas as well. Namely, she argues (2005: 207) that within countries along 
the Pacific coast of South America, people look toward the black Atlantic as a “surrogate” for 
Africa because: 
The traditions of the Afro-Peruvian black Pacific are more invented than those of 
the black Atlantic, because more was forgotten about the African past on the 
Pacific coast, and because neo-African origin myths were explicitly attached to 
reinvented traditions in order to fill the void of cultural memory (Feldman 2005: 
2011). 
 
While there has been a great deal of adversity for Afro-Ecuadorians in Esmeraldas, the 
maintenance of musical traditions over multiple centuries seems to be distinct from the Afro-
Peruvian case. Granted, Feldman’s case does demonstrate the possibility of multiple homelands 
are perhaps more prevalent than was assumed at the outset of diaspora theorization starting in the 
1990s. Carol Silverman, for example, explains that “Homelands may be multiple and invoked 
strategically, depending on context” (2012: 40), which is useful when thinking about rural and 
urban centers in Esmeraldas, as well as its relationship to Colombia, its place within El Pacífico, 
lineage connecting it with Africa, and how all of these places are imagined—by one person or 
many people—as homelands. 
 I will first look more closely at ethnoeducation’s specific strategies, how they relate to 
Ecuadorian interculturality, and their role in imaginings of local and transnational homelands. 
For the remainder of the chapter, I follow the biography of musician and marimba builder 
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Benjamin Vanegas as a means to provide specific examples of the relationship between 
ethnoeducation and diaspora identities. Benjamin’s life story is a kind of walk-through of 
Esmeraldas and the kinds of opportunities that musicians in Esmeraldas City have when they 
choose to pursue music as a professional career. I ask questions about how strategies of 
ethnoeducation may be debated by certain actors, and how power dynamics are involved when 
traditional forms of cultural expression are used as a means to an end. I was involved with 
Benjamin’s group Taribo for a good portion of my field work, and the group’s engagement with 
discourses of ethnoeducation has led me to provide some reflexive analysis about my role as a 
foreigner, performer, and ethnomusicologist in Esmeraldas.  
 
Ethnoeducation: Strategies of Unlearning and Relearning 
 
 In the 1980s, the late Afro-Esmeraldeño social activist, intellectual, and author Juan 
García began to develop teaching strategies about local cultural expression, spirituality, 
agriculture, economy, and history, as well as facilitate the production of resource materials 
produced by and for Afro-Esmeraldeños, an educational approach now known as 
ethnoeducation. His focus on localized forms of knowledge and cultural practices facilitates the 
development of the national project of interculturality and its aim to increase understanding 
between diverse and disparate groups that have been historically marginalized in Ecuador. 
Furthermore, the emergence of ethnoeducation within Afro-Esmeraldeño musical circles 
connects Esmeraldas and Ecuador to Colombia, El Pacífico, the black Pacific, and the larger 
diaspora. For example, an overly domineering influence from transnational styles can be 
interpreted as acculturation or diasporic homogenization (e.g., Lara and Ruggiero 2016), and 
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ethnoeducation is a kind of system of checks and balances that navigates the particularity of the 
Afro-Esmeraldeño experience while understanding the shared aspects of history that cross the 
Ecuador-Colombia border, continue into the Caribbean, and expand throughout and across the 
Atlantic. 
 One of the practical underpinnings of ethnoeducation is not to question histories and 
epistemologies expressed by locals, because the hegemony produced through the education 
system and mestizaje in Ecuador has influenced people to deny the legitimacy of local history 
and traditions from Esmeraldas. In his book, La Tradición Oral: Una Herramienta para la 
Etnoeducación (Oral Tradition: A Tool for Ethnoeducation), Juan García explains that 
throughout the 20th century people in Esmeraldas learned “lessons and cultural values that are 
totally different from our tradition and our history, and that is why they teach them” (García 
Salazar 1983: 12, my translation, emphasis added). In other words, from the position of Juan 
García, the purpose of education in Ecuador has been to assimilate people into a homogenous 
society defined by highland politics.  
 One of the fundamental strategies of ethnoeducation is desaprender, or unlearning, as a 
means to reject nationalist hegemonic education and the pervasiveness of cosmopolitan forms of 
cultural expression. Unlearning is then followed by a process of reaprender, or relearning, which 
prioritizes ancestral memory as the source from which to relearn. Catherine Walsh, an expatriate 
scholar living and working in Quito and collaborating with Juan García, presents the importance 
of unlearning within the context of interculturality and its anti-colonial sentiment in Ecuador. 
First, she asks whether or not the majority of Ecuadorians have the will to “unlearning that which 
has been learned colonially…in order to relearn” (Walsh 2009: 212, my translation). 
Specifically, in discussion of Afro-Ecuadorians, she argues that there is “an urgency of 
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unlearning in order to return to learn, and to reestablish the well-being and being well of 
collectives” (Walsh 2009: 18, my translation). 
 Material used in the development of ethnoeducation is often based on oral traditions. Not 
unlike the Peruvian case, in which a sense of musical blackness and black identity was 
constructed through the combination of other cultural expressions from the diaspora and 
supplementing them with “ancestral memory” (Feldman 2006: 210; León 2007: 143), in Ecuador 
there is an emphasis on “ancestral knowledge” (Antón 2014a; Vanegas Loor 2015), which is 
distinct in that it draws upon the biographies of respected elders and their maintenance of local 
forms of music, poetry, story-telling, etc. In an article that examines how Juan García 
conceptualizes the ancestral memory vis-à-vis unlearning and relearning, Gustavo Abad writes:  
Unlearn learned things (from official history) and learn that which is [unique to 
the community] from ancestral memory to subvert imposed values. This means 
respecting the heritage of elders without modifying it nor performing it if not, to 
the contrary, allowing individuals of African descent and afro-collectivities to 
interrogate and transform it for their own way of life and their ethical proposals 
(Abad 2012: 92). 
 
Shared ancestrality, memory, and knowledge align with the notion of “collective memory” which 
has been influential not only to diaspora studies in general (e.g., Brubaker 2005; Um 2005; Solis 
2008; Zheng 2010), but within projects of ethnoeducation in Ecuador as well (e.g., García 
Salazar 2012; García Salazar and Walsh 2015). Collectivity expands across the border as well, 
and not only within diaspora discourse, but through recent scholarship in Colombia about 
ethnoeducation influenced by scholarship from Ecuador (Mosquera Caro 2016; López 
Hernández and Cuello Daza 2017; Izquierdo Barrera 2018). The point is, ancestrality is posited 
within ethnoeducation as a means of resistance to the educational hegemony that has dominated 
Ecuador for generations and separated shared histories that transcend national boundaries and 
state borders. 
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 While the concept of ethnoeducation was established by an Afro-Esmeraldeño, literature 
about it has mainly been written by highland scholars in Ecuador (Abad 2012; Antón 2009, 
2013, 2014a; Pabón Chalá 2011; Walsh 2004, 2009, 2010) or with an emphasis on highland 
Afro-Ecuadorians (Walsh 2004; Lara 2011; Ruggiero 2015; Lara and Ruggiero 2016). Catherine 
Walsh’s scholarship has been particularly influential, and she has even integrated ethnoeducation 
into the Universidad Andina Simón Bolívar in Quito, with a master’s program in Estudios de la 
Diáspora Afro-Andina.105 She explains that her program at the university is: 
About creating new places of thought where, from history, memory, pain, and 
diverse knowledge, a collective way of thinking can be generated. It seeks to 
stimulate thought from the black perspective, putting it in debate with other 
logics, perspectives, and constructions of thought (Walsh 2004: 342). 
 
Walsh also explains that within ethnoeducation, interculturality plays an important role, as it is 
oriented in opposition to the nationalist educational model that has been used by the Ecuadorian 
government since independence (Walsh 2009). In other words, the concepts of unlearning and 
relearning are basic strategic concerns not only to the education process, but to the establishment 
of new educational systems as well. 
 Within ethnoeducation there is a tension between conservative approaches that strongly 
emphasize the local particularities of Esmeraldas and liberal approaches that integrate more 
distant forms of cultural expression from the larger diaspora. This tension has been highlighted 
by various authors (Lara 2011; Abad 2012; Lara and Ruggiero 2016) and also informs some of 
the central questions of this chapter. Within the context of the highland Afro-Ecuadorian genre 
of bomba from the Chota-Mira Valley specifically, ethnomusicologist Francisco Lara has shown 
how musicians that incorporate transnational musical styles into bomba productions are seen by 
                                                        
105 The Andean University Simón Bolívar and its master’s program in Afro-Andean Diaspora 
Studies opened in 2004. 
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conservative musicians as “a corruption of the genre fueled by commercial interests” (Lara and 
Ruggiero 2016: 154). Pablo Minda shares similar concerns, stating: 
Work needs to be done in schools and respect needs to be given to the cultural 
manifestations that exist. Not to folklorize, it’s better to respect. When people do 
a marimba dance, they don’t do it for fun, they do it as a cultural expression 
(Minda 2014b).  
 
While I do agree with Minda’s overall concern for maintaining the particular traditions in 
Esmeraldas, I also disagree with the idea that people don’t dance to the marimba for fun. Yes, it 
has other socio-cultural importance, but fun is part of what makes it something that people want 
to do, and as such, facilitates its maintenance as a form of cultural expression.  
 Taking these tensions into consideration, in the following sections, I will examine 
ideologies and strategies of ethnoeducation, specifically, those of unlearning and relearning. 
Mainly, I ask, how do people decide what should be unlearned? Relearned? What kinds of music 
should be unlearned? What does access to certain kinds of music say about power dynamics? 
Should certain musics be prioritized in the unlearning process? How may gender, generation, or 
social class inform one’s approach to these processes? Does everyone agree that to unlearn is the 
best strategy for developing a sense of diaspora? Once unlearning has happened, where does one 
begin with relearning? Given the prominence of highland scholarship within research about 
ethnoeducation, answering these questions within the context of Esmeraldas, and from the 
perspective of Esmeraldeños specifically, is one of the goals of this chapter. 
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Engaging with Ethnoeducation: Benjamin Vanegas’s Processes of Unlearning and 
Relearning 
 
  
 Benjamin Vanegas is the leader of Grupo Taribo, which will be discussed further below, 
and his musical aspirations leading up to my collaborations with him and his group are 
demonstrative of how ethnoeducation aligns with music projects in Esmeraldas. After several 
years as a professional musician, Benjamin began to develop his career around what he calls the 
“Zona del Pacífico Afro-Colombo-Ecuatoriano” (the Afro-Colombian-Ecuadorian Pacific Zone). 
In the late 1990s, he left behind a career in engineering to pursue a less stable one working in 
music. His biography presents the kinds of opportunities that are available to perform and learn 
music in Esmeraldas, as well as how music is used in the construction of individual identities. 
Benjamin’s story shows how Esmeraldas’s position within the larger El Pacífico region, coupled 
with the Esmeraldas City soundworld, both play a role in the lives of musicians and the styles of 
music they produce and perform. 
 Benjamin grew up in two vastly distinct musical worlds. The first was the Evangelical 
Church, where his mother regularly brought him between the ages of five and fifteen. Here, he 
was taught songs by missionaries from the United States, such as the one he sang for me during 
our first interview, “Cuán Gloriosa Será La Mañana” (“How Glorious the Morning Will Be”). 
Cuán gloriosa será la mañana 
cuando venga Jesús el salvador. 
Las naciones unidas como hermanas 
bienvenida daremos al Señor 
 
How glorious the morning will be 
when Jesus the savior comes. 
Nations united like sisters 
we will welcome our Lord. 
While there is no evidence of any Evangelical mission in Benjamin’s ethos (today, he will be the 
first to tell you that he is an atheist), it at least points to the formation of early musical habits 
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informed by Western aesthetics. Also, while it is probably coincidence, the lyrics from the song 
do emphasize transnational relations.  
 At the same time that Benjamin was learning Christian hymns, he was also learning 
marimba music. A woman from his neighborhood, “Doña Michunga,” would regularly attend 
weekly social gatherings at “Guadual Doña Mencha” (Madame Mencha’s Bamboo Shanty) at 
Las Palmas beach in Esmeraldas, where local musicians and dancers would convene to play 
marimba, dance, eat, and drink on Sunday afternoons (see Figure 17). Many of the most beloved 
musicians, singers, and dancers, like marimba players Remberto Escobar and Escolático Solís, 
and dancer Rosa Amelia were known to frequent the Guadual. Benjamin would constantly ask 
Doña Michunga to take him, and he would even help fill the water tank at her home or get her 
groceries from the store as compensation to bring him along.  
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Figure 17: People of all ages sing and dance at “Guadual de Ña Mencha.” Musicians in the 
back include two marimba players, one person playing cununo, two bomberos, and one woman 
playing maracas and singing. Notice also the sign in the top left that says “encocado de 
tatabra,” a coconut-sauce dish made from a local peccary (see Chapter 2). Guadual was also a 
place where people could visit to eat typical dishes from Esmeraldas prepared by the owner. 
Photo courtesy Jerry Greenwood. 
 
 After spending a few years studying engineering at Universidad Técnia de Manabí 
(Technical University in Manabí Province) and beginning to pursue a career working on large 
fishing vessels off the coast, Benjamin decided to leave it all behind and pursue a career in 
music. He began singing salsa, Cuban son, and boleros at public and private events (festivals, 
birthday parties, weddings, etc.) to make money. At the same time, he also started writing his 
own songs for guitar, deeply inspired by the musical style and lyricism of Cuban nueva trova 
artist Silvio Rodríguez.  
 A couple years into his new career, Benjamin joined the group Los Chigualeros as a 
supporting singer, something he sees as being fundamentally important, as it was with this group 
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that he had his first experiences performing marimba music professionally. Los Chigualeros play 
marimba music, but they are more widely known as the premier Cuban son and salsa group from 
Esmeraldas.106 The Ecuadorian national Casa de la Cultura (House of Culture) celebrated the 
group’s 30th anniversary when I was there in 2014, and they filled one of the largest theatres in 
Quito, where their performance was broadcasted live throughout the country.107 They competed 
in the first “Festival de Música del Pacífico Petronio Álvarez” (The Petronio Álvarez Pacific 
Music Festival) in 1997, which takes place in Cali, Colombia, and is now one of the largest—if 
not the largest—Afro-Latin American music festivals in the world;108 they were also invited the 
following year to perform at the festival’s opening ceremonies. Los Chigualeros have also 
performed in various European cities, New York City, and continue to perform regularly in 
Esmeraldas and throughout Ecuador. 
 Apart from Los Chigualeros’ fame for playing salsa and son, they also have been closely 
engaged with marimba music and education since their inception, and other than Benjamin, 
many musicians in Esmeraldas started their performance careers with the group. Los Chigualeros 
would use cununos instead of congas when they first started, they often travel with a marimba 
for their live performances—especially at international shows, and while I was in Esmeraldas 
they were teaching marimba music at a local elementary school. In many ways, Los Chigualeros 
have become a kind of school, and young people attend rehearsals, learning songs and how to 
                                                        
106 At one of the Chigualeros’ shows that I attended in 2010, a pamphlet described them as the 
“Salsa Ambassadors of Ecuador.” 
107 This event happened in the Teatro Nacional (National Theatre) on October 16th, 2014, and re-
runs of the event continued to air on television for at least a year afterward. 
108 An article in the online periodical The Guardian says this is the case without any citations 
(George 2012). At any rate, when I attended the festival in 2010, the Plaza de Toros in Cali, 
which has seating for 17,000, was packed full of more people than there were seats, including 
hundreds, if not thousands, more in standing room dancing in front of the stage. 
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play instruments during breaks, something that I was able to participate in as well, as they 
rehearsed in the basement of the building I lived in, which was owned by the group’s founder, 
Segundo Quintero. Musicians with performance experience also join the group early in their 
careers, gaining their first opportunities to perform at large events. For those that are new to 
music, they first begin learning how to play traditional instruments from Esmeraldas that 
correlate with what they may be interested in playing in the larger salsa orchestra, such as 
learning cununos if they want to eventually play congas, or marimba for the piano. While such a 
pedagogy may be construed by conservative proponents of ethnoeducation as part of 
acculturation and facilitating transnational hegemony in Esmeraldas, it is worth noting that 
musicians that began with or later joined Los Chigualeros often continued to perform marimba 
music with other ensembles. 
 Los Chigualeros also perform tunes from the Esmeraldas canon, like andarele and 
caderona, and even have a couple of original compositions based on the style of marimba music, 
such as “El Riviel” and “Currulao.”109 Moreover, the group’s name comes from the chigualo 
ceremony performed for the death of an infant, or angelito (little angel), which is an occasion 
known for its celebratory nature because of the belief that the soul of the angelito ascends 
directly to heaven (see Whitten 1994 [1974]: Chapter 4). Similar to Benjamin’s career path, Los 
Chigualeros demonstrate how the processes of unlearning and relearning are interconnected to 
transnational musical flows, but also how local cultural expression is valued, maintained, and 
disseminated in Esmeraldas City. 
                                                        
109“El Riviel” is a mythical figure from Esmeraldas that appears at nighttime as a torch over 
water that disorients people on their canoes (see: Ortiz 1943; Quiroga 1994: Chapter 5; Whitten 
2003: Chapter 6). Los Chigualeros’ “Currulao” is notable at least in its name, which is the term 
used in Colombia to describe social dance music centered around the marimba. 
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 Soon after working with Los Chigualeros, Benjamin decided that he wanted to focus 
more on creating music that was informed by local styles, stories, and histories, as well as apply 
his studies in engineering to the same cause. So, in 2004, he opened a marimba workshop called 
“Taller-Laboratorio Músico-Artesanal Marimba Materia Prima” (Artisanal Music Workshop-
Laboratory Marimba Raw Material) where he began building his own marimbas and applying 
what he learned at school to his construction process (see Figure 18). He often likens himself to 
“the Brain,” from the 1990s animated series “Pinky and the Brain” when he is measuring 
marimba keys or resonator tubes, calculating how much material he needs to remove in order to 
properly tune the instrument. “What are you doing today, Benjamin?” I would ask. “The same 
thing I do every day, gringo. Try and take over the world!” 
 
Figure 18: Benjamin Vanegas cutting strips of Pabmil wood in preparation for tuning marimba 
keys. 
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 When I was in Esmeraldas, he was rebuilding his workshop—which he had recently 
relocated to his mother’s house; he had also won funding to carry out a study about local 
marimba building techniques, as well as to try to replicate various kinds of African xylophones 
that he had read about. On one of these marimbas, which he named “mamagún,” he used 
hollowed-out gourds as resonators, which he had learned about from the balafon, a west African 
idiophone that is commonly cited by musicians in El Pacífico as a precursor to the marimba (see 
Figure 19). Mamagún was by far the lowest-pitched marimba that I’ve ever seen in Esmeraldas; 
and even though it was nearly two meters in length, it only had an octave and a half of notes on it 
because Benjamin made it using gourds like the ones he had seen on balafons, and as a result 
each of the keys were nearly a foot apart, making it quite a feat to play.  
 Benjamin invited me to participate in the project by documenting the interviews he 
conducted with other marimba builders in the province as well as help him build the 
“experimental” marimbas, as he called them. Apart from a demonstration of the marimbas built 
for this project, Benjamin also produced a document entitled “Taller-Laboratorio Música 
Artesanal Marimba Materia Prima” (Artisanal Music Workshop-Laboratory Marimba Raw 
Material; Vanegas Loor 2015) that presents the interviews we conducted with local marimba 
builders as well as elaborate mathematical equations explaining the building process.  
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Figure 19: From left to right Larri Preciado playing on mamagún, Benjamin Vanegas singing 
chorus, Oswalso Preciado singing lead vocal.   
 
 He titled the interview section of his investigation “Saberes Ancestrales,” or, ancestral 
knowledge, with the subheading, “Wisdom emanates from the mouth of grandparents, they know 
the science that governs the Universe” (Vanegas Loor 2015: n.p., my translation). I asked him 
about his whole scientific and mathematical approach to building marimbas in relation to 
builders who don’t have the same resources as he does. He explained to me that: 
Our ancestors, or our grandparents, like Papá Roncón and Don Nacho, continue 
building marimbas with the same material like chonta and pambil that is used to 
build in a primitive form.  
 
Primitive? I asked.  
 
With ‘primitive’ I don’t mean that what they were doing was easy. I mean that 
they were the first voices, the first sounds came from our grandparents. Maybe 
we’re doing things easier than them, right? Because we are adapting. There are so 
many more electronic devices now that allow us to work more easily, more 
simply. They didn’t have it so easy. They had to be true, I say, true scientists. 
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Because a scientist doesn’t necessarily have to know math and physics. A 
scientist is someone who begins experimenting and takes from those experiences 
certain values that can be noted intrinsically. Those values are noted in their 
minds, not on paper, in their minds, in their bodies, in their being (Vanegas 2015). 
 
First, it is noteworthy that when Benjamin uses the term “ancestors” and when he is talking 
about “ancestral memory,” he is talking about an imagined past that is manifest within people 
who are alive today. Second, regardless of whether one technique or another is harder or easier is 
less to the point than the fact that the construction techniques used to build marimbas by elders 
like Papá Roncón or Don Nacho are virtually uninfluenced by Western technologies or 
techniques. Others, who use an electric tuner or who build chromatic marimbas may be criticized 
for contributing to acculturation, like the comments made by Pablo Minda mentioned in the 
previous section. Benjamin’s workshop and project demonstrates how the unlearning-relearning 
process isn’t as simple as forgetting one thing and relearning what is local, especially because 
local cultural expressions of an African diaspora are inherently transnational. 
 Addressing the technologies, construction techniques, and science used by ancestors or 
“grandparents” aligns with the values of ethnoeducation, and Benjamin’s case demonstrates how 
complicated it can be. He uses information from other marimba builders like Papá Roncón and 
Don Nacho, but his own aesthetics have been informed by a life in a cosmopolitan urban center, 
where he has grown up around Western and non-Western musics. The goal of ethnoeducation is 
to engage with the knowledge of elders, and not to change it, however, deep-seated habits can 
complicate this ideal. As such, Benjamin’s projects here demonstrate his own process of moving 
between unlearning and relearning. He is trying to figure out what to unlearn and what to relearn, 
while still being able to sustain a life that is fully dedicated to performing and writing music, as 
well as building marimbas. 
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 The way Benjamin has approached building marimbas is not unlike the way he has 
approached making music. In 2009, he decided he wanted to produce his first album of original 
music and founded Grupo Taribo. He called upon his closest friend, Eduardo Martinez, a vocalist 
and percussionist, and Eduardo’s son, Joshuá, who, at this point, was only eight years old, but a 
skilled and experienced percussionist as well. The album, titled, “Marimba Materia Prima” 
(Marimba Raw Material), was released in 2011 and won the national “Fondo Fonográfico” 
award and the international “cubadisco” award for best “tropical” album of the year.110  
 “Tropical” does little to explain the sonic characteristics of this album, and Benjamin 
himself designates the genre as “Son-Marimba del Pacífico.” The first track, “La Mujer de Mi 
Pueblo” (“The Woman from My Town”), which continues to circulate on the radio in 
Esmeraldas today, begins with percussion playing the Cuban rumba-guaguancó rhythm, 
followed by the entrance of bass, piano, and voice, with the marimba playing short motives that 
fill in space between the vocal melodies.  
La mujer de mi pueblo sí tiene sabor, 
una mezcla de razas si lo quiso dios. 
Lava junto al río al lado del sol 
con cigarro encendido, batea, y palo 
The woman from my town has style, 
racially mixed, if that is what God intended 
She washes on the river, next to the sun, 
with a lit cigar, her batea, and stick.111 
 
 Other than the lyrical content in the remaining songs on Marimba Materia Prima, which 
discusses everyday life in Esmeraldas, comparisons between different musical styles in Ecuador, 
                                                        
110 The Fondo Fonográfico was a funding campaign organized by the Ministry of Culture and 
Patrimony for music projects in Ecuador from 2011-2013. Some of the 2011 winners (including 
Marimba Materia Prima) were automatically sent to Havana, Cuba to participate in the 2012 
Cubadisco event. Cubadisco is a week-long music festival and awards ceremony that has been 
running since 1997 and celebrates the influence that Cuban music and dance has had 
internationally. Therefore, it invites performers from around the world to participate, 
highlighting a particular country’s contributions each year. 
111 A batea is a kind of tray or pan. Bateas are used like baskets, to carry clothes when washing 
them on the river, as well as sifting through dirt when searching for gold.  
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and many references to blackness in Esmeraldas, the sound and form on the album are informed 
more by Cuban and pan-Latino styles than those of El Pacífico. Benjamin told me that with this 
album he was “really just trying to copy Los Chigualeros,” showing his respect for the group, as 
well as how his own professional aspirations align with them. What “Marimba Materia Prima” 
represents is an example of Benjamin’s conscious decision to begin to move towards building his 
performance career around the “afro-pacífico-colombo-ecuatoriano” identity. While at this stage 
there is little unlearning happening, the relearning side of the process began to manifest itself in 
the sound of his music, in this case, with the timbre of the marimba and the lyrical content of the 
songs.  
 Benjamin is very conscious of and interactive with the Esmeraldeño historical 
imagination, and “Del Mismo Palo,” the first of his songs that he showed me, is closely 
connected to the local-transnational characteristics of ethnoeducation. Skin color is the first thing 
he addresses in the song, and he sees his own as a result of the middle passage and slavery, as a 
manifestation of a “mixture of pain,” and self-identifies as mulato. In direct reference to his own 
skin tone and the prominence of El Pacífico musicians with darker skin tones, he equates himself 
to “ancient African music,” and situates his identity alongside female spiritual figures of Cuba 
(Ochún and Yemayá) and Haiti (Erzúlie), as well as cimarrones from Esmeraldas and abroad.  
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Del mismo palo 
La misma madera 
Somos de chonta, agua, y sol 
Afro piel, somos amor 
 
Soy música antigua 
Que penetróAmérica 
Navegué desde África 
Pertenezco a la mixtura del dolor 
Mulato soy 
Soy tabaco 
Las cenizas del cigarro 
Soy marimba en prohibición 
El sincretismo en religión 
Y dioses caminantes 
Oraciones navegantes 
 
Soy río y mar en mi vientre 
De miel o de sal 
Erzúlie, Ochún, o Yemaya 
Negra divinidad Y soy  
agua fuente de mi raza 
Jugo maternal 
Vida navegando 
Bajo el hecho  
Del cordón umbilical 
Amor en espiral 
Lodo espiritual  
 
Soy Illescas 
Soy Antón 
Sublevado cimarrón 
Makandal y el poder de su brazo 
Rompedor de cadenas yo soy 
El canto del viejo Naza 
Tengo África en mi voz 
Soy Atlántico, Pacífico 
De la misma estirpe soy 
From the same stalk 
The same wood 
We are chonta, water, and sun 
Afro-skin, we are love 
 
I am ancient music 
That penetrated America 
I sailed from Africa 
I belong to the mixture of pain 
I am mulato 
I am tobacco 
The ashes of a cigar 
I am the prohibited marimba 
The syncretism of religion 
And walking Gods 
Sailing prayers 
 
I have the river and ocean in my gut 
Whether they’re of honey or salt 
Erzúlie, Ochun, or Yemaya  
Black divinity and I am 
My race’s water source 
Maternal nectar 
Life of sailing 
Based in the fact 
Of the umbilical chord 
Spiraling love 
Spiritual mud 
 
I am Illescas  
I am Antón 
Revolting cimarrón 
Makandal and the power of his arm 
I am a breaker of chains 
The song of Don Naza 
I have Africa in my voice 
I am Atlantic, Pacific 
Of the same lineage I am 
 
Apart from the importance of cimarronaje in Benjamin’s understanding of what it means to be 
afro-pacífico-colombo-ecuatoriano, his focus on maternal imagery is significant, and the specific 
female divinities that he references are not arbitrary. Erzúlie, the Haitian goddess of love, was 
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born in Haiti with no Yoruban predecessor, and has many different incarnations that represent 
distinct experiences of women throughout the Caribbean (Dayan 1994). Yemaya and Ochún are 
interconnected within Cuban Santería and have a close relationship with Yoruban religions in 
western Africa. Yemaya is understood as the mother of all living things as well as the goddess of 
the ocean. Ochún, the goddess of fresh water, wealth, fertility, and kindness, is understood as 
being the source of rivers and the flowing of blood through human life in general.112 When 
Benjamin sings, “life of sailing//based in the fact of the//umbilical chord,” this flowing of human 
life and the maternal connection is clear. These figures have not been a part of local Esmeraldeño 
spiritual practices in the past, and Benjamin’s reference to them speaks to the complicated nature 
of what should be relearned within the unlearning-relearning dichotomy of ethnoeducation.113    
 Apart from the lyrics of “Del Mismo Palo,” matrifocality has played an important role in 
Benjamin’s life. Not only was Doña Michunga the first person to introduce him to marimba 
music, but he has relied on women for the locations of both his marimba workshops, which is not 
out of the ordinary at all in Esmeraldas. Research has characterized the province – and into 
Colombia as well – as matrifocal (see: Whitten 1965), and during my time in Esmeraldas, the 
centrality of women in maintaining kinship relations was prominent to say the least. For 
example, one of the homes I stayed in for extended periods on various trips to Esmeraldas was 
owned by a mother of six children, four of whom had their own families, each of which lived in 
the same building. Also, all the Esmeraldeño members of Taribo, the group I will discuss below, 
lived in homes owned by their mothers, and the album produced while I was involved with the 
                                                        
112 For more information on Cuban orishas, see Hagedorn 2001; Wirtz 2014. 
113 Notably, one of the most active marimba groups in Quito is “Grupo Ochún.” 
 159 
group was dedicated to Rosa Wila, who owns two homes of her own on the same street where 
her children, grandchildren, and greatgrandchildren live.  
 
Group Engagement with Ethnoeducation: Grupo Taribo and Processes of Unlearning and 
Relearning 
 
 
 When I arrived to Esmeraldas in 2014, Grupo Taribo was performing with some 
regularity. They had recently traveled to Cuba and the Dominican Republic, and only a few 
months before I became involved with the group, they had a performance at an Encuentro 
Binacional (“Binational Meeting”), which was attended by both the Colombian and Ecuadorian 
presidents. At this point, they were mostly preforming songs from “Marimba Materia Prima,” but 
the instrumentation was different from the album and they had been making alterations to the 
musical arrangements. During this time, the group consisted of Benjamin Vanegas, Eduardo 
Martínez, Joshuá Martínez, and Carlos Paredes (all whom have been mentioned above), as well 
as Ramón Rodriguez on electric bass and Tito Ponguillo on marimba. As a collective, the group 
is a good example of the variety of musicians in Esmeraldas, and I will look at its projects and 
highlight some of its members specifically with regard to the ideology of ethnoeducation and the 
processes of unlearning and relearning.   
 I first became involved with Taribo when they were putting together three songs for an 
audition to compete in Cali’s Petronio Álvarez festival. The audition involved an audio and 
video recording of three songs that would be performed if the group was accepted, two of which 
were required to be from the known El Pacífico repertoire, and one original piece. All of the 
pieces had to follow specific stylistic guidelines: at least one had to be in duple meter—the 
bunde was specified—and at least one had to be in 6/8, for which three options were provided: 
bambuco viejo, currulao, or juga. As I explained in the introduction, in Esmeraldas, when people 
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are speaking about the rhythm in marimba music, they will either say “6/8” or bambuquiao, 
without specifying differences between the two. Moreover, as I explained in Chapter 2, the term 
tema is used in reference to a song complex in Esmeraldas, which determines aspects of the 
music such as lyrical content, melodic phrases, and rhythmic feel. The Petronio designations here 
indicate specific rhythms, but the lyrics and melodies can differ; in other words, one group could 
perform two different jugas (as long as the third is a bunde). Unaware of the specificities 
designated by categories like juga or currulao, the members of Taribo decided that “it’s all just 
bambuquiao,” which is a conclusion that various musicians have come to when I would pry with 
questions about genre. 
 Tania Macera, who, apart from being an anthropologist, is a huge fan of marimba music 
in general, has traveled to Colombia and to the Petronio festival on multiple occasions, and in a 
group discussion she attempted to clear up this distinction about how notions of rhythms, genres, 
and temas may be conceptualized differently in Ecuador and Colombia. She explained: 
In Ecuador it’s caramba because they sing the word ‘caramba,’ and it’s aguas 
because they sing the word “aguas,” but at the musicological level is much more 
complex, and I think that genre categories of marimba music have been much 
more developed in Colombia (Telembí 2014). 
 
The point is that the establishment of these genres in Colombia—and more specifically at the 
Petronio Festival—indicates both how ethnoeducation as an ideology is important throughout the 
larger El Pacífico region, and also how variations of the unlearning-relearning process in 
Esmeraldas can also extend across the border.114 Also, in Esmeraldas it is much more common 
that groups create new arrangements of temas from the canon rather than compose entirely new 
                                                        
114 Notable in relation to this is Catherine Walsh’s contribution to book published in Colombia 
about the invisibility of the black population in the country, in which she discusses the 
importance of applying ethnoeducation to university systems (Walsh 2004). 
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songs for marimba, and being involved with the audition process for Petronio presented the 
members of Taribo—and other auditioning groups from Esmeraldas for that matter—alternative 
creative possibilities. Consequently, Taribo’s involvement with the Petronio festival gave them 
access to resources that could be used in the relearning process. Auditioning for the festival in 
the first place was predicated on the idea of shared musical habits throughout El Pacífico, yet the 
experience brought to light different music theories on either side of the border, demonstrating 
how the region can be considered binational. 
 Taribo did not pass the first round of the audition process, and the consensus among the 
members was that they didn’t fit well into any of the categories available at the festival. There 
are two categories that marimba ensembles can audition to participate in at the Petronio festival: 
marimba or libre (free). In the marimba category, apart from the singers, the instruments must 
only include marimbas, bombos, cununos, and guasás. In libre, groups are required to use the 
instruments from the marimba category and are allowed any other instruments they like, though 
there is a restriction on the number of musicians. There was some debate as to whether Taribo 
should compete in the marimba category, which would mean that the bass player and guitar 
player could not be included, but in the end, it was agreed that they just didn’t “sound traditional 
enough” (plus, they had a gringo—me—in the group). Apart from self-perceived deficiencies of 
musicality required for the marimba category, they also felt that they did not display the timbral 
variety that is expected within the libre category, where groups often have pianos, horn sections, 
bass, and guitar on top of the traditional instruments as well as extensive instrumental 
arrangements and virtuosic solos.  
 Taribo ended up using two chromatic marimbas, an electric bass, and an acoustic guitar, 
and the arrangements followed basic patterns of the bambuquiao and bunde rhythms. The 
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categorical designations of Petronio align with the kinds of local and transnational discrepancies 
that exist within concerns of ethnoeducation (see Lara 2011; Lara and Ruggiero 2016), and 
Taribo fell right on the boundaries of libre and marimba, on the boundaries of unlearning and 
relearning. Even though Taribo was not selected to participate in that year’s Petronio, their 
engagement with the audition process gave them a hands-on experience with a variety of 
marimba styles that they were previously unfamiliar with.  
 Taribo’s learning experience with the Petronio audition was shared by Karla Kanora, an 
Afro-Esmeraldeña singer, who participated in the audition with hopes to travel with the group to 
Colombia. Karla’s career as a pop singer has been significant, and her most well-known song 
“Solo Tú,” reached massive success after being contracted as the theme song for the Spanish-
dubbed version of the Brazilian Telenovela “Lágrimas de la Vida” (Tears of Life). She had very 
little experience performing marimba music before doing this collaboration with Taribo, but the 
group’s use of a chromatic marimba and straight-forward arrangements made it a good entry 
point for Karla into the style. It also sparked the interest of Ecuadorian producer Ivis Flies in his 
upcoming production of an album including musicians from the Colombian and Ecuadorian 
coast (see Chapter 4). Also, Kalra’s collaboration with Taribo has continued into the present, and 
in 2018 she commissioned Taribo to record and arrange the music for a new album entitled 
Esmeraldas, Canto Tus Canciones (Esmeraldas, I Sing Your Songs), comprised of popular songs 
by Esmeraldeños songwriters of various genres including marimba as well as boleros, salsa, and 
son.  
 Around the same time Taribo was auditioning for the Petronio, Benjamin and I began 
interviewing Rosa Wila, a highly respected singer of arrullos in Esmeraldas, about her life, while 
recording and transcribing as many songs as she could remember or locate in her notebooks. 
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Rosita, as she is endearingly called, is still known, at the age of 85, for being able to lead arrullo 
songs well into the early morning hours, and she asked us to help publish a book of her songs 
because, “if we don’t put all the songs I have in my head down in a book, then they will all die 
with me.” This concern for the disappearance of tradition is one of the main reasons that 
ethnoeducation emerged, and such a book would be the kind of resource that ethnoeducation 
requires for the relearning process. The majority of the songs were “traditional,” as Rosita would 
say, meaning that they had no specifically known author, and that many people may sing them at 
any given arrullo. Rosita claimed a number of them as her own compositions, some of which I 
heard in small towns in El Norte sung by people who didn’t know where they came from or had 
never heard of Rosa Wila. This isn’t to disparage Rosita or claim that she didn’t create her own 
music, but instead to comment on the characteristic of song identity and how song ownership 
exists in Esmeraldas. While arrullos are performed and learned through oral tradition, the 
publication of these songs in a book may attribute a certain amount of authority to Rosita over 
them, regardless of whether or not they have a known author. 
  In the meantime, Benjamin began incorporating these arrullos into a new project with 
Taribo. After having been out of town for couple of weeks, I showed up at a rehearsal and they 
already had two new arrangements of tunes that Rosita had shared with Benjamin and me. While 
these are traditional tunes with no known author, something about the process made me, a gringo 
concerned about matters of appropriation a little uneasy. I went to ask Rosita what she thought 
about Taribo’s new project and their use of some of the songs she had shared. She promptly 
yelled, “You guys are a bunch of thieves!” and slapped her hand on her leg. Then, she burst out 
laughing, and continued, “it’s fine for you to use these songs, and it makes me feel proud that the 
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group is doing something good for me. If no one helps me, I’ll never get anywhere. I want this 
project to grow so that I could possibly gain from it in the future as well” (Wila 2015). 
 As my heart-rate returned to a normal pace and the look of sheer horror on my face 
subsided (I think), I tried to internalize the second part of Rosita’s answer to my question. But, I 
couldn’t help but be reminded of the times that people were advised to be careful about what 
they share with me or about stories of non-Esmeraldeño Ecuadorians visiting briefly, recording 
music, and leaving—sometimes the province, and sometimes the continent.115 After a lengthy 
interview with Jackson Arroyo in Esmeraldas City, for example, I went to meet with Alberto 
Castillo, someone I had known longer and been closer with, for an interview a couple days later. 
Alberto, laughing, explained to me that Jackson had told him not to, “‘tell the gringo everything. 
Those people come here with all of that equipment and leave with a fortune’” (Castillo 2014). 
While this is hearsay, it is not unfounded, and speaks to ethical concerns for the 
ethnomusicologist in the field (see Jackson 1987; Shelemay 2008).  
 For example, in conversations about outsiders coming to Esmeraldas, “stealing music,” 
and “making a fortune,” Carmen González, a mestiza singer from Quito who recorded two 
albums, toured with musicians from Esmeraldas, and later moved to Miami, FL, is often 
mentioned. At the same time, the musicians that González toured with were some of the most 
highly respected Afro-Esmeraldeño musicians that are still active professionals today. The point 
is, the success of González is a manifestation of the power dynamics involved within the politics 
of Afro-Ecuadorian identity, where some of the most lucrative or highly mediated opportunities 
                                                        
115 Carmen Gonzalez, for example, formed a group called Koral y Esmeralda, and produced two 
albums with various musicians from Esmeraldas and even toured in Japan. Jonathan Ritter 
elaborates on the politics of her position within the politics of Afro-Ecuadorian identity 
movements (Ritter 2011: 585-587) 
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are often only available when black musicians collaborate with non-black musicians (Ritter 
2011: 585-587). In some sense, the kind of position I found myself in parallels the anti-
colonialist aspect of ethnoeducation where people resist non-Afro-Esmeraldeños because of 
mestizaje’s dominance in the history of education in Esmeraldas and Ecuador more generally. 
 Benjamin often reiterated that his new approach to music was informed specifically by 
that of Esmeraldas or the greater El Pacífico region. He would regularly engage with this power 
dynamic while highlighting a sense of community, and at various performances in Esmeraldas, 
he would make comments to the audience like, “this music is your music! This is for you! This is 
made by you!” In Juan García’s earliest publications of notebooks containing décimas and 
cuentos, his preface states, “the stories and other information [in these notebooks] do not belong 
to one person, but they are the result of support by all Afro-Ecuadorians” (García Salzar 1985: 
5). Both Benjamin’s declarations and García’s explanation of cultural property are examples of 
how oral tradition and ethnoeducation are used in the performance and expression of group 
identity. 
 Creating an anthology of songs sung by Rosita and engaging with them creatively 
demonstrates individual, local, and transnational engagement with ethnoeducation. Taribo 
continued to make more arrangements of arrullos, and eventually the idea of recording an album 
emerged as a goal, and Benjamin decided to title it Un Arrullo pa’ Rosita (An Arrullo for Rosita; 
see Figure 20). Apart from making the album an homage to Rosita, Benjamin also wanted to 
contribute to and engage with the growing music scene of El Pacífico that had been booming in 
Colombia since the turn of the 21st century.  
 On the side of transnational musical influence within Taribo is the musicality of Ramón 
Rodriguez, who was hired by Benjamin to arrange the music on Un Arrullo pa’ Rosita. I had met 
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Ramón several years earlier while recording a video for the group Bambuco and knew that he 
was a virtuoso bass player with an affinity for salsa, jazz, and gospel. He is also a practicing 
evangelical, and accompanies his church on bass or piano on Sundays, diverging from his 
experience with local forms of music, which is in fact rather minimal. His knowledge of arrullos 
and their social context, for example, became vividly apparent to me during a radio interview 
with the group in Quito on the nation-wide station “Sonorama,” when the host singled-out 
Ramón and asked him to describe arrullos. A little flustered, he explained that they were songs 
that mothers sing to their children while cradling them in their arms, which is to say, he 
described them as lullabies. “Arrullo,” in Spanish, literally translates as “lullaby,” but within El 
Pacífico, arrullos are a specific musical genre that typically include only drums, shakers, and 
singers, and are performed on particular saints’ days or for an infant Jesus. While there are 
lullabies performed by arrullo ensembles or at an arrullo, it is understood that the baby receiving 
the lullaby in the lyrics is the infant Jesus. 
 On the side of local musical influence in Taribo, there is Tito Ponguillo, a musician and 
dancer involved with marimba music since he was a teenager, and by far the group’s most 
experienced member within the style. I met Tito through his marimba teacher Alberto Castillo, 
who told me with a sense of pride on several occasions, “this guy, Tito, he is a real marimba 
player.” However, Tito would also receive criticism from other marimberos in Esmeraldas, when 
they would ask Benjamin, “Why don’t you get a proper black guy behind that marimba?” in 
reference to Tito’s lighter skin-tone. Benjamin would acknowledge such comments and respond 
by pointing out how Tito grew up playing marimba and dancing with the group of Alberto 
Castillo’s mother Petita Palma, Tierra Caliente, one of the earliest folkloric ensembles in 
Esmeraldas, established in 1969. In fact, Tito was given a certain amount of authority within the 
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group, especially when arrangements that Ramón introduced were far different from the kind that 
are normally heard in marimba music. 
 
Figure 20: Cover art for Un Arrullo pa’ Rosita, designed by Renato Mora. Rosa Wila, at center, 
cradling Grupo Taribo. From left to right; Joshuá Martínez, Jud Wellington, Tito Ponguillo, 
Issis Echevarría, Eduardo Martínez, Benjamin Vanegas, Ramón Rodriguez, Agustín Gomez, 
Carlos Paredes. 
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 Ramón’s musical preferences align mostly with transnational African diaspora genres, 
but even more significant is his penchant for virtuosity. His arrangements, while maintaining the 
basic rhythmic structures of bambuquiao and bunde, are mostly informed by the kinds of 
virtuosity associated with the styles he prefers, such as syncopated rhythmic passages, shifts in 
time signature, extended chordal harmonies, extensive chord changes, modulations, and sections 
for instrumental solos. For example, the arrangement of “Pinpon” (see Example 9) begins with 
an exceptionally syncopated melody in duple meter that sounds like an offset 3-2 clave pattern 
played on all of the melodic instruments accompanied by percussion parts that highlight the 
syncopation while interlocking with various other rhythms. 
 
Example 9: Opening melodic instrumental line from “Pin Pon,” performed at around 230 beats 
per minute. The upper part is performed on the marimbas, bass, and guitar while the lower part 
is performed on the bombo, with the top note played on the side of the drum and the bottom note 
played on the head. 
 
 After three repeats of this introduction, the quarter note beats are subdivided into triplets, 
and while maintaining the same tempo, the time signature shifts to 6/8, and the principal vocal 
line of the piece begins. There are a couple of rhythmic breaks that separate a main verse from a 
call-and-response section, which, notably, is the opposite of Rosita’s version, where Benjamin 
sings “en el mar afuera” while the chorus responds “pinpon” (Rosita leads with “Pinpon” when 
she sings it). Following another verse and call-and-response section, a long instrumental 
interlude ensues with another syncopated melodic line as well as a rhythmic modulation back 
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into the original duple meter time signature, and a salsa groove accompanies an electric guitar 
solo (see Example 10). 
 
Example 10: Instrumental interlude on “Pinpon” 
  
 These kinds of arrangements are not typical of other marimba ensembles in Esmeraldas, 
and their difficulty led to some frustration within the group. On the one hand, Ramón, Eduardo, 
Joshuá, and Benjamin have all performed with orquestas116 from Esmeraldas and are also hired 
as accompanists for international acts visiting during festival periods. Therefore, the types of 
arrangements that Ramón created were not completely out of the ordinary for them. On the other 
hand, the kinds of arrangements that typical marimba ensembles use normally highlight and play 
with the rhythmic patterns and accented beats common in bambuquiao. Such kinds of 
arrangements can ambiguate the beat while maintaining rhythmic feel, but they have much less 
jagged rhythmic and melodic motives in comparison to those from Pinpon above. Tito, who has 
                                                        
116 “Orquesta” literally translates as “orchestra,” but is a term that is used in reference to large 
ensembles that involve several percussionists, multiple supporting singers, and a large brass 
section. 
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more experience in marimba ensembles and less in orquestas, had a much harder time learning 
Ramón’s arrangements than the rest of the group, and was often criticized for it. Benjamin would 
mediate when issues of musicality arose, and reinforce Tito’s authority in the group because of 
his experience. At times, there were long discussions about whether or not Ramón’s 
arrangements align with what is characteristic of marimba music, and Tito had the final say as to 
whether or not a rhythm or phrase should stay or go. Sometimes, Benjamin struggled in trying to 
keep everybody happy while also seeing his project come to fruition. While he has a great deal of 
respect for Ramón’s musicianship, he also didn’t want the album to stray too far away from the 
musical characteristics of the arrullos that it was based on.  
 Apart from virtuosic arrangements, there are various other examples on Un Arrullo pa’ 
Rosita that demonstrate the group’s engagement with musical styles spanning the African 
diaspora. For example, “Navegó María” (“María Sailed”) contains a marimba solo that is played 
over a circle of fifths chord progression with a walking bassline and a swing jazz pattern played 
on a ride cymbal. Ramón knew that I had a background in jazz piano, and expected me to 
improvise an extended virtuosic marimba solo over this section of music. While I did eventually 
come up with a solo, I performed it more or less the same way each time, revealing to Ramón 
that perhaps I didn’t have the improvisational capabilities that he expected. The piece “Yo Vide a 
Carmela” (“I saw Carmela”) is in 4/4 time and the guitar accompaniment is played on beats two 
and four, as Carlos was trying to evoke a reggae style. Also, the second half of “Pajarillo Pico ‘e 
Plata” (“The Little Bird’s Silver Beak”) uses the ubiquitous I-vi-ii-V chord progression, which 
is, notably, the first part of Rhythm Changes, one of the most commonly used chord progressions 
in jazz music. The push-and-pull of trying to cross musical boundaries involved in the 
production of this album parallel the unlearning-relearning dichotomy that is central to 
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ethnoeducation, and how musicians find it difficult to navigate exactly what to unlearn and 
relearn. 
 The direct engagement that Taribo had with arrullos during my time working with the 
group demonstrates the difficulties involved within the unlearning-relearning dichotomy. The 
audition process for the Petronio festival gave all members of the group an opportunity to engage 
with musical forms that they may not have encountered otherwise, given their prevalence in 
Colombia and not in Esmeraldas. Likewise, working with arrullos from Rosita Wila was 
different for each member of the group. Benjamin saw it as a way to gain more experience with 
and learn more about music from El Pacífico. For Tito, it was more experience with the same 
music he had been playing his whole life, except for the arrangements created by Ramón, who 
had little interest in unlearning anything, even though he was exposed to music he normally 
didn’t listen to. Eduardo Martínez, one of the premier conga players hired in Ecuador for visiting 
international salsa artists, would often remark that “this 6/8 stuff is hard,” and after several 
months working on the new project, admitted, “I used to think traditional music was 
monotonous, but now I like it.” Maybe his comments are a result of unlearning and relearning, or 
maybe it is because of Ramón’s intricate arrangements, but at the very least, Benjamin’s project 
introduced him to strategies of ethnoeducation. 
 “In order for us to make real marimba music,” Benjamin told me, “first we have to 
unlearn in order to be able to re-learn.” Having spent many nights, conversations, and musical 
performances with Benjamin, I would hear him use this phrase in discussions with fellow 
musicians, television and radio interviewers, and politicians working within the realm of cultural 
expression as a means for forging Esmeraldeño identity. Benjamin, who self-identifies as a poet 
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and songwriter, understands the décima as a good example of how a process of unlearning and 
relearning can produce positive results. In his words:  
For example, with the Spanish Decima - the Espinela - a type of décima was 
developed here with phrases [particular to our communities here] that made a 
style distinct from that of the Spanish Decima. It became the Afro-pacífico 
décima. Because it has to do with topics related to Afro-Pacífico people. The 
older generation that produced these décimas used those resources to make very 
original and unique poetry. On the other hand, our generation, because we are 
receiving so much information all the time, we lose. We lose the way. And we 
also lose as human beings. The older generation was witty in creating décimas 
using those particularities of their communities. And us [musicians], we went on 
writing boleros or whatever, whatever genre you can think of, that has nothing to 
do with our ancestors. That is why the deepest desires of my being as a person are 
to return. To unlearn certain things. To leave them behind. It is difficult to 
unlearn! It is much harder than learning. But what we need to do is unlearn in 
order to be able to relearn (Vanegas 2014).  
 
 Benjamin’s comments speak to his understanding of ethnoeducation’s focus on local musical 
forms specifically. While he didn’t mention them here, his comments about music that “has 
nothing to do with our ancestors” clearly implicates musicians from Taribo like Ramón and 
Eduardo. The core musicians of Taribo were all raised in Esmeraldas City, and therefore are 
aware of marimba music and related styles, but each had different levels of experience with it 
before undertaking the project. As such, engagement with strategies of ethnoeducation were 
distinct for each member, and while Un Arrullo pa’ Rosita engaged directly with musical forms, 
it also has a sound that is informed by the larger African diaspora. 
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Conclusion 
 
 As Benjamin explained, to unlearn something is difficult, especially when it is something 
that has been learned from a very young age, and this is the part of ethnoeducation that has 
proven to be the most complicated. Within the context of recording an album with Taribo, 
Ramón was mostly uninterested in unlearning anything at all, while Benjamin saw it as an 
important process in making music from El Pacífico. And not only is the process of unlearning 
difficult, but the material with which to relearn Afro-Esmeraldeño music is scant within the 
context of Esmeraldas and the domination of mestizaje in the history of Ecuador. Oral tradition is 
still the primary means in which music is learned in Esmeraldas, and anthropologists and 
folklorists are working to make sure that continues while simultaneously providing new kinds of 
resources so that the hegemony of mestizaje in education is opposed. 
 The general motivations of ethnoeducation will continue to remain strong in the near 
future, at least with regard to the concern for maintaining traditions and working against the 
dominance of mestizaje ideologies. Ethnoeducation, I believe, will continue to change because of 
the differing conservative and liberal approaches that certain musicians take when producing and 
performing music.117 African diaspora identities will only continue to grow in significance 
throughout the world, but as they become more prevalent, specific diaspora communities will 
continue to highlight aspects that make them unique within the larger formation. Ethnoeducation 
is essentially an ideology and strategy that aligns with that very phenomenon, which is why it 
                                                        
117 Listen, for example to one of the tracks from Un Arrullo pa’ Rosita and compare it with 
Benjamin’s most recent recording, “Éxodo.” 
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will remain significant into the future as long as people continue to believe that globalization is 
an inevitable process. 
 The influence of Colombian music and musicians on Afro-Esmeraldeño music is 
significant with regard to ethnoeducation, and in the case of Taribo, it aligns with how multiple 
homelands exist within the Esmeraldas imaginary. Going through the audition process of the 
Petronio Álvarez festival provided the members of the group new experiences with traditional 
music within the context of a legitimate institution. That is, rules and regulations coming from 
Colombia position the country as an important place in the history, maintenance, and 
performance of marimba music from the standpoint of people in Esmeraldas. Yet, stylistic 
characteristics on Taribo’s albums that point to the Caribbean, and Benjamin’s identification 
with divinities from Cuba, which themselves have analogues in western Africa, point to the 
multiplicity of homelands, and how they are constantly imagined through sound, lyrics, and 
performance. The following chapter looks closely at the Ecuador-Colombia connection and El 
Pacífico identities, in which I discuss the production of an album involving musicians from both 
sides of the border with the specific goal of creating a binational production. 
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CHAPTER 4: 
 
RÍO MIRA AND “MARIMBA DEL PACÍFICO”: RECORDING AND PERFORMING 
BINATIONALISM 
 
de los dos bomberos, uno toca major 
de los dos bomberos, uno toca major 
el uno es de Colombia 
y el otro del Ecuador 
 
out of the two bomberos, one plays better 
out of the two bomberos, one plays better 
one is from Colombia 
and the other from Ecuador118  
 
There was a great deal of anticipation in Esmeraldas leading up to the day when the 
Colombians would arrive to record the Río Mira album. The project itself was exciting for the 
Esmeraldeños: this would be the first time an ensemble of musicians of African descent from 
Ecuador and Colombia would join with the musical and visual production resources necessary to 
not only excel within the growing music market of El Pacífico, but propel that same market into 
larger international world music networks as well. The Colombian participants on the album also 
contributed to high expectations in Esmeraldas, such as Esteban Copete, one of the most 
ubiquitous marimba players in Colombia, Iván Benavides, a Grammy-winning producer, Cedric 
David, a director of Mercado Musical del Pacífico (Musical Market of the Pacific), and Cesar 
Herrera, manager of the now world-touring marimba group Herencia de Timbiquí. 
Benjamin Vanegas, leader of the ensemble Grupo Taribo (Chapter 3), was participating 
in the Río Mira production and insisted on bringing me along for the recording process. The day 
before the recording would begin, Benjamin and I frantically finished tuning and reassembling a 
                                                        
118 This is an arrullo that I heard a few different locations during celebrations, including one for 
the Virgin de las Carmenes in Tachina, a town near Esmeraldas City, just on the other side of the 
Esmeraldas River, and another at the celebration for the Virgin de las Mercedes in Playa de Oro. 
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massive three-and-a-half octave chromatic marimba that Benjamin kept calling “mini-mamgún” 
in reference to another marimba he had recently built that was nearly two meters long, called 
“mamagún.”119 The following morning, with mini-mamgún in tow, we headed to the local 
Pontific Catholic University, where the recording would take place in a campus cathedral that 
sits on top of a hill in the heart of Esmeraldas with an overlook of the entire city. Just as we 
finished setting up Benjamin’s marimba, the Colombians walked in and immediately began 
setting up their instruments. Esteban opened his marimba case—an item that is virtually unheard-
of in Esmeraldas—and pulled out his single-row, two-and-a-half octave marimba. Benjamin 
elbowed me and smirked, “see, gringo? The Colombians are really traditional.” 
Karla Kanora, a nationally recognized pop-singer from Esmeraldas and the only woman 
in the group, showed up soon after them. She came over and said she was intimidated by the 
Colombians because “they’re so traditional” and that she was nervous she wouldn’t “sound black 
enough.” Larri Preciado, the marimbero representing Esmeraldas in the group, assured Karla not 
to worry: “you’re black. We all carry this in our blood. You’ll catch on in a day or two.” 
After the instruments were organized, Ivis Flies and Iván Benavides, the Ecuadorian and 
Colombian producers on the album, respectively, both took a few minutes to bring everyone 
together and share their excitement and ambitions for the Río Mira album (see Figure 21). They 
emphasized their desire to have everyone feel welcome and contribute creatively to the project, 
and that as the first ever binational project of its kind, the exchange of musicians from both 
countries would be at the core of its purpose. Described as a reencuentro (reunion), it was 
                                                        
119 This was part of a project of prototype marimbas that Benjamin was conducting under grant 
that Benjamin had won from the Ministry of Patrimony and Culture discussed in the previous 
chapter. 
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expected that recording the album would be a naturally flowing process because of the 
musicians’ shared African ancestry and the cultural unification of El Pacífico.   
 
 
Figure 21: Iván Benavides (center) and Ivies Flies speak about the goals of Río Mira with the 
rest of the ensemble, pictured here, Karla Kanora (right) and Carlos Hurcand (left). 
Photographer/videographer for during the recording process (center), Miguel Alvéar. 
 
In three days, they recorded 12 tracks for the album, which is extremely fast by any 
standard, and especially noteworthy here, considering this group of musicians had not worked 
together before.120 There was a presupposed sense of shared musical style not only among the 
producers, but even more significantly among the musicians. While music from El Pacífico does 
share a majority of characteristics, differences arose during the production process, and 
discussions were held to try and figure out how to overcome them. These moments of musical 
                                                        
120 There was, actually, an attempt to produce this same album the year before during the 
Petronio Álvarez festival, but the producers were unhappy with the results of the musicians from 
the Ecuadorian side, and it was decided that they would try again at a later date. 
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and discursive difference occurred under the presumption that all the musicians were from the 
same place, regardless of the nation-state borders dividing them.  
 
*** 
 
The Río Mira ensemble and its album Marimba del Pacífico (Marimba from the Pacific) 
exemplify questions of how nation-state borders within an African diaspora community 
contribute to the construction of musical boundaries and the ways in which they influence 
musical performance and preferences. A specific reference to the western coast of Colombia and 
Ecuador, the inclusion of “El Pacífico”121 in the title of the album indicates a concerted effort of 
framing the album as a representation of unification and musical sameness across the Ecuador-
Colombia border, something which has also been acknowledged by anthropologists since the 
1950s (West 1957). The group’s namesake, the Mira River, is a metaphor that describes El 
Pacífico, simultaneously crossing and being crossed by the Ecuador-Colombia border (Figure 
22). Producing the album was a means for the musicians to engage with pre-national histories 
and contemporary national discourses that divide them into distinct citizenries. Everyone 
involved maintained a preconception that the music was something that pre-dated and therefore 
transcended the nation-state borders. That the two nations exist now, however, is an important 
point to make, and the Ecuadorian producer on the album explained, “I want this [Río Mira] to 
be a binational project” (Flies 2015). In this chapter, I examine the binational quality of Río Mira 
through characteristics of musical style, discourses of history, and individual identities to 
                                                        
121 In Spanish, a contraction occurs when the preposition “de” (of or from) precedes the 
masculine article “el,” hence “Marimba del Pacífico” is “Marimba de El Pacífico.” 
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demonstrate how the presumption of sameness was questioned periodically for reasons that can 
be credited to the Ecuador-Colombia border and the distinct national identities it designates.  
 
Figure 22: Highlighted in this map is the Río Mira (blue), crossing over the Colombia-Ecuador 
border (grey). 
 
As I presented in the introductory chapter, binational discourse has existed at the level of 
the state between Ecuador and Colombia since the 1980s, and a resurgence in binational policy-
making began in 2011, focusing on equal opportunities for citizens, appropriate governance, 
eradication of delinquency, and complementarity in commerce (Seneplades 2013: 30). Likewise, 
political movements among people of the African diaspora were not only concurrent in both 
countries, but there were also specific legislative influences across the border in the production 
of new laws (Rahier 2014). Comments made by participants on Río Mira’s album also 
demonstrate how people think about the differences that exist across the Colombia-Ecuador 
border within the context of music that is ostensibly the same. Moreover, there are also certain 
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sonic differences that resound on the album, such as marimba technique, vocal style, and 
percussion rhythms that indicate Ecuador or Colombia. This chapter will explain how to listen 
for such differences, and how musicians managed them through discussions during production 
and rehearsals. The underlying context of the album’s production as unifying musicians from the 
same cultural area and their engagement with differences are key to understanding how Río Mira 
is a binational album. 
In framing Río Mira as binational, it is important to note that all the musicians came from 
Cali and Esmeraldas, which are the two most cosmopolitan centers of El Pacífico in Colombia 
and Ecuador, respectively. In ethnomusicological scholarship about rural to urban migration in 
the Andean countries, it has been demonstrated that rural styles of music in urban centers are 
informed by specific localities (Turino 1993; Goldstein 1998; Rios 2005; Rios 2010; Wong 
2012), an idea to which the case of Río Mira can add some nuance, especially given this 
literature is dominated by studies of indigenous, mestizo, and criollo musics. In both Cali and 
Esmeraldas, there are musicians from small rural communities that have influenced an entire 
generation of people now seeking professional careers in what was once mainly a quotidian 
practice. Furthermore, several of the musicians and producers involved with the album are well-
known and celebrated as important musical figures within their respective countries. While Cali 
and Esmeraldas differ drastically in population—Cali is home to 2.5 million people122 versus 
Esmeraldas City’s 200,000123—both of them are known as important centers of black cultural 
expression within their respective national imaginaries, influencing career opportunities and 
expectations for professional musicians. 
                                                        
122 National Administrative Department of Statistics (DANE), Colombia. 
123 Institute of National Statistics and Census (INEC), Ecuador. 
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I address binationalism in this chapter because it answers some of the questions about 
how borders influence musical expression in a place that is socially, culturally, and historically 
interconnected. What happens when a border divides such a region? How do people reconcile 
that division once the border becomes an accepted site where two nationalities converge? And 
specifically, where can we hear such a process in musical expression? Moving beyond how 
transnational social networks transcend the nation-state as a unit of identity (e.g. Madrid 2011a; 
Glick-Schiller 2008), this chapter takes the pre-national unification of El Pacífico as a starting 
point and follows with performance techniques, instrumental variations, singing styles, lyrical 
content, and influential musical figures that are known to be Colombian or Ecuadorian. Also, 
while El Pacífico is part of the African diaspora, discourses are nuanced on either side of the 
border, and in Esmeraldas, Colombia is understood as a homeland, while Africa is shared as such 
in both countries. Thus, it is not only that multiple homelands (Jong 2012; Silverman 2012; 
Alajaji 2013; Manuel 2015) inform Afro-Esmeraldeño identity, but that as the border separates 
nationalities at the same moment it marks their convergence, an interaction between homeland 
and diaspora emerges. As such, I consider El Pacífico as binational because of the border and 
how it is rearticulated through music that is understood as existing before it and always crossing 
it, which is exemplified by the music, participants, and goals of Río Mira. 
I will begin this chapter by explaining how “El Pacífico” is used as a marketing term as 
well as an identity category. Following this, I will present how Río Mira was conceived so as to 
fit within the El Pacífico market, with the goal of expanding that market internationally, and how 
participants thought about cross-border relations in framing the project as binational. Detailed 
explanations of the recording process and the final product demonstrate various distinct sonic 
characteristics of the album that can be identified with El Pacífico, Colombia, and Ecuador. Río 
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Mira is binational because it involves a genre of music that is conceptualized as stylistically and 
historically connected while there are certain idiosyncrasies about sound, performance, 
repertoire, and musical influence that indicate distinct national contexts. 
 
The Pacífico Market and the Pacífico Identity 
 
The term El Pacífico, while the name of the largest ocean in the world, is used regularly 
in Colombia and Ecuador in reference to the western coastal region, to the people of African 
descent that live there, and to forms of cultural expression they share (see García Salazar 2012; 
Minda 2014; Vanegas Loor 2015; Birenbaum Quintero 2019). Starting with performance 
ensembles in the 1950s and a growing number of festivals toward the end of the twentieth 
century, El Pacífico also references a growing cultural market, where music is the central focus. 
The hub of this market is in Cali, Colombia, which lies on the opposite side of the region from 
Esmeraldas, and this distance, coupled with the countries’ borders and the significantly smaller 
size of Esmeraldas, hinders the market’s growth into Ecuador. Esmeraldas is part of El Pacífico, 
but musicians there are constantly struggling to contribute to and benefit from its market. Cross-
border relationships have been fomented through festivals, concerts, and recordings in El 
Pacífico, and Río Mira is the first case where this African diaspora community is highlighted as 
binational to promote the expansion of the El Pacífico market.  
Both the El Pacífico market and Río Mira are examples of the commoditization of 
cultural expression, a topic that has not been overlooked by ethnomusicologists (e.g. Feld 1996; 
Sterne 1997; Simonett 2001; Taylor 2007; Perullo 2008; Solis 2014; Birenbaum Quintero 2019) 
or anthropologists (Appadurai 1996; Dávila 2001; Yúdice 2003; Comaroff and Comaroff 2009). 
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The creation of the El Pacífico market is a kind of “incorporation of identity,” that trasnforms its 
population into a corporation of sorts, commoditizing its “cultural products” (Comaroff and 
Comaroff 2009: 19-20), such as music, but also many other forms of cultural expression, such as 
food, clothing styles, or art. According to Yúdice, the performance of “culture” as a means to 
create a product is what makes it “expedient” (Yúdice 2003: 28), an argument which applies 
logically to ethnomusicological case studies (e.g. Luker 2016; Birenbaum Quintero 2019). While 
there are many people who make music from El Pacífico simply because they like it—including 
the musicians in Río Mira—the production of Marimba del Pacífico aligns with such 
expediency. Arlene Dávila argues that the marketing process can have a homogenizing effect and 
foster disdain for individuals that do not adhere to the identities that “fit within” such a market 
(Dávila 2001), something that is exemplified by Esmeraldeño musicians struggling to participate 
in this market. 
Looking briefly at some of the earliest marimba performance ensembles in Colombia and 
Ecuador shows how El Pacífico emerged as a marketing term earlier in Colombia than it did in 
Esmeraldas. As early as the 1950s in Colombia, “El Pacífico” was used in the names of these 
ensembles, and the “first Pacific coast folkloric troupe” was called “Acuarelas del Pacífico” 
(Watercolors of the Pacific), led by Teófilo Potes from Buenaventura, Colombia (Birenbaum 
Quintero 2009: 223). Since then, other groups in Colombia that perform music from El Pacífico 
have adopted names like “Bogas del Pacífico,” “Chapas y maderas del Pacífico,” “Perla del 
Pacífico,” “Ruiseñores del Pacifico,” “Los Negritos del Pacifico,” “Cantadoras del Pacifico,” and 
“Kinteto Pacífico,” solidifying the term and its associations with music from the region. As more 
groups began to emerge, so did festivals based around music from the region, and by 1997, with 
the Festival de la Música del Pacífico de Petronio Álvarez (Pacific Music Festival of Petronio 
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Álvarez), many more groups from Colombia began to emerge and perform on a stage that would 
grow to be one the largest Afro-Latin festivals in the world (George 2012). 
Folkloric groups began organizing and performing professionally in Esmeraldas in the 
1960s and 70s. This delay in the development of folkloric groups in Esmeraldas is probably a 
result of the marimba’s banning by the governor in Esmeraldas in the 1950s (Escobar 2000; 
Minda 2014), but also possibly because the idea of forming folkloric groups started in Colombia 
and traveled south. For example, Papá Roncón explains, “When I started to work with the 
marimba I wanted to do something. I had ideas but I didn’t know where to begin. Later I started 
to see on the television the work that groups in Colombia do and also a few presentations of 
groups from here” (in García Salazar 2003: 134). “El Pacífico” was not a term initially 
associated with the earliest groups in Esmeraldas, who had names such as “Verdes Palmeras,” 
“Tierra Caliente,” and “Jolgorio.” These groups were an outgrowth of a kind of street 
performance from the 1960s that older musicians in the city call marimba callejera (street 
marimba). The move to establishing rehearsed performance ensembles that would eventually 
perform in staged events was a legitimizing process for many musicians who saw marimba 
callejera as undignified. Today, marimba callejera is non-existent, and marimba performances 
occur in events free to the public on outdoor stages throughout the city. 
The Petronio Álvarez festival is a key site in understanding the development of the 
Pacífico identity and how it is interconnected with the politics and discourse of diaspora within 
local and transnational networks. On the one hand, it is “indisputably the most important venue 
for the presentation of black Pacific music in Colombia” (Birenbaum Quintero 2009: 293), as it 
demonstrates a successful result of the struggles for self-representation that Afro-Colombians 
have endured since the second half of the 20th century. Birenbaum Quintero connects the 
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Petronio festival to discourses of multiculturalism and a push toward highlighting what he calls 
“ethnodiversity” in contemporary Colombia. He explains: 
The Petronio is, in and of itself, the site at which undisciplined sonority is molded 
into the shape of recognizable cultural objects, as a sort of training ground for 
local musicians, in how to fold their musico-religious practices, their ludic events, 
and the dance groups of their elementary schools into the recognizable forms of 
musical culture and commodity demanded by Colombian and global 
ethnodiversity (Birenbaum Quintero 2009: 301).  
 
On the other hand, the Petronio is also an example of how the politics of identity influence forms 
of musical expression in such a way that the performance style and sound is distinct from the 
local soundworld (Birenbaum Quintero 2019: 262). This issue is further complicated when those 
who are ostensibly represented by this festival may not have access to resources needed for 
participating (holding regular rehearsals, filming audition tapes, traveling for the performance), 
nor may they even be interested in organizing a group for performing in a presentational style 
(ibid: 264-268). All of these issues are also relevant to the position of Esmeraldas in El Pacífico 
as well, not only in terms of access (specifically, international travel arrangements) and interest, 
but also because the influence of indigeneity in Ecuador (real or imagined) complicates the 
venue as a space created specifically for black musicians. 
 The Petronio festival usually happens over the course of a week in August or September, 
and it began as a musical competition focused on local styles of music from El Pacífico. Today, 
groups can compete in one of four categories – marimba, chirimía, violines caucanos, and libre – 
for a cash prize and possible recording contract. The marimba category is for groups comprised 
only of the instruments considered traditional to El Pacífico, which include the marimba, bombo, 
cununo, guasá, and voices. The chirimía category is for groups that perform music from the 
Chocó province to the north of Cali. Chirimía music consists of bombo, a small hand drum called 
caja, and one to three high-pitched flutes called chirimía, which are commonly replaced by a 
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western clarinet or soprano saxophone. Violines Caucanos (Caucano Violins) is an ensemble 
type usually consisting of three violins and comes from the Cauca region just south of Cali. The 
category libre, (literally, “free”) is open for musicians to combine genres from El Pacífico with 
other transnational genres, some of the most common being Cumbia, Salsa, and Jazz. 
People who attend Petronio experience more than just music at the festival; they can also 
see, taste, smell, touch, and learn about El Pacífico. There are booths selling local instruments, 
vendors selling CDs of new and old groups, artisanal workshops, a plethora of food tents with 
local cuisine, and a constant flow of local alcoholic sugar cane-based beverages like viche and 
arrechón. More recently, academic presentations have also been incorporated into the week-long 
event of Petronio, where local and foreign professional and amateur musicologists, music 
theorists, and anthropologists share research and theories about music from the region. Locals, 
domestic visitors, and foreign tourists can all sample what El Pacífico has to offer by tasting the 
food, buying an instrument or a CD, taking home cell-phone video-recordings, or attending a 
lecture about the region. They can even dance along with locals and sing in call-and-response 
during performances, fusing an El Pacífico experience with an El Pacífico market. All of these 
different aspects of an El Pacífico identity within the context of a music festival indicate the 
importance of music in the region, not only for domestic visitors and foreign tourists, but for 
locals as well, who can also directly contribute to the El Pacífico identity simply by attending or 
even providing food, recordings, handicrafts, instruments, or even lectures about the history and 
significance of the music. 
Participating at Petronio is a surefire way for legitimizing groups as part of El Pacífico as 
well as the African diaspora. Non-competitive groups perform at Petronio under various 
circumstances: as representatives of a local municipality, as previous winners of the festival, or 
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as special guests sponsored by entrepreneurial organizations based around cultural 
commodification, such as the Mercado Musical del Pacífico (MMP). The MMP organizes local 
music entrepreneurs (booking agents, band managers, producers) and showcases select groups 
not only from El Pacífico, but musicians and groups from the larger diaspora and countries in 
Africa as well.124 Río Mira, which had political connections to the MMP from its inception with 
Cedric David, was able to perform as a specially invited group in August 2016, and while there 
are no genre-specifications for such a performance position, the ensemble fits within the most 
fundamental category of Petronio, “marimba.” As an invited special guest, Río Mira was not 
required to follow any ensemble specifications, but their adherence to them is indicative of the 
influence that Petronio can have on groups with the desire to break into the expanding market of 
El Pacífico.  
The number of people attending Petronio, which has been upwards of 500,000 in recent 
years,125 amplifies the significance of a performance opportunity at the festival, further 
legitimizing Río Mira. Playing in the style of El Pacífico and playing songs from the region’s 
canon, their participation in the festival was performative in that it solidified the group, and its 
name, as existing in the market. Furthermore, their participation at Petronio also provided the 
producers with videos and photographs of the performance that could be used as promotional 
materials in future marketing projects for the group. 
                                                        
124 Invited artists from Africa include Amadou Kienou from Burkina Faso in 2006, Mamour Ba 
from Senegal in 2013, and the group Africa Faré with musicians from Argentina and Guinea in 
2014. 
125 This is over the week-long period, and the number was given to me by Cedric David, director 
of Pacific Music Market at the Petronio Festival, and while it is likely accurate, seems to have 
been an estimation. 
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The El Pacífico market is much larger in Colombia than it is in Esmeraldas, which can be 
attributed to the border. There are a couple of socio-economic factors specific to Ecuador that 
paralleled early developments in the market during the second half of the 20th century. As I 
explained in Chapter 1, permanent access between Esmeraldas and Quito didn’t exist until the 
1960s. This is significant because it meant that Esmeraldas became a more significant 
contributor to the Ecuadorian national economy, notably with the oil refinery and pipeline that 
were constructed in the 1970s. Bringing Esmeraldas into the national economy meant that its 
border with Colombia to the north would become more regulated by the state than it had been in 
the past. The folkloric groups that began to emerge during the same time often relied on an 
increasing tourism industry—an industry that has long been supported by highland mestizos 
visiting the coast for vacation. Therefore, the early market that formed around these performance 
groups in Esmeraldas was largely independent of the one developing to the north in Colombia. 
 
Río Mira and El Pacífico as Binational 
 
All the musicians, producers, and managers involved in organizing Río Mira and 
producing Marimba del Pacífico agreed that it was an opportunity to facilitate a “reunion” of 
Pacífico musicians from either side of the border. As one of the producers put it:  
The Río Mira begins in Ecuador and ends in Colombia. It crosses the border, but 
it doesn’t mark limits. On the contrary, it unites us. Like the music and the culture 
that we share (Benavides 2015). 
 
The producers were interested not only in how to create an album of what they saw as a good, 
high-quality recording, but also a musical ensemble that would be marketable and capable of 
international touring in the future. The musicians, who also had high aspirations with regard to 
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their own musical careers, were excited about the opportunity to collaborate in a project that 
would demonstrate the shared musical tradition that exists across the Ecuador-Colombia border. 
Producing Marimba del Pacífico was not, in fact, an idea that arose among the musicians, 
but instead that of producers from Ecuador and Colombia, and expatriate managers from France. 
The idea arose in Argentina at the Mercado de Industrias Culturales del Sur (Cultural Industry 
Market of the South, from here, MICSUR) in May 2014 when Colombian producer Iván 
Benavides and Ecuadorian producer Ivis Flies met for the first time. They were introduced by 
Cedric David, a French band manager working in Cali, and Marion Ecalle, a French events-
coordinator working in Guayaquil, Ecuador. After conversing about their passions for traditional 
musics from their respective countries, Benavides and Flies decided they would produce a 
binational album with the aspiration of winning, at least, a Grammy. This confidence stems not 
only from their expansive social networks, but also from their musical background and growing 
success in musical production. In 2013, Flies was nominated for a Grammy for his project de 
Taitas & Mamas, and in 2007 Benavides won a Grammy for Los Gaiteros de San Jacinto, so 
their ambitions were not unfounded.  
Working in the Colombian music industry, Iván Benavides believed that the concept of 
producing a binational album of music from El Pacífico was “inevitable,” so it was important 
that they moved quickly. During the production of Marimba del Pacífico, Benavides’s reputation 
preceded him, given his extensive resume, as he has worked with some of Colombia’s most 
successful musicians, such as Carlos Vives, an internationally renowned singer of vallenato (a 
popular accordion-based genre from Colombia’s northern coast), as well as the Grammy-winning 
Los Gaiteros. Moreover, he has worked directly within the El Pacífico market, specifically with 
the group ChocQuib Town, a hip-hop- and pop-influenced ensemble that started in Cali and uses 
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various genres of El Pacífico in their productions. Benavides emphasized the importance of 
positive social interaction between the musicians in the group, and some of his philosophies 
speak to general topics of ethnomusicology as well as the future prospects of Río Mira. He 
presented a very nuanced vision of his role in productions similar to Marimba del Pacífico when 
he told me: 
I think that what one has to do as a manager, someone who facilitates things like 
this, is create the space for such meetings. So, on top of the musical product what 
I try to do is generate spaces so that within the project people get to know each 
other, find their similarities…the musical product for me is almost secondary. The 
most important is that the spirit of the meeting remains in the head of the artists 
for their future (Benavides 2015). 
 
While Benavides sees music as “almost secondary,” in the context of Río Mira, he also shows 
how it provides a foundation upon which relationships between the musicians are presupposed, 
solidified, and developed. This is not only important to the process of building camaraderie 
among musicians, but is also important for the development of a lasting commodity that will be 
lucrative within local and international music markets. If the participants in Río Mira develop 
close relationships, then the market of El Pacífico will have more to offer, and would, 
theoretically at least, grow.  
 Río Mira’s Ecuadorian producer, Ivies Flies, has been involved in producing and 
performing marimba music from El Pacífico since the late 1990s. His band La Grupa released 
their first album in 2000, which included a version of the canonic “Caderona” from the 
Esmeraldas marimba repertoire, which still appears sporadically on the radio throughout Ecuador 
today. He also produced the album Don Naza y su Grupo Bambuco, which was released the year 
after the group won first place at Petronio in 2001. In 2013, he released a box-set of six albums 
(two of which were solely marimba music) that included musicians from around Ecuador, as 
well as a book with short biographies and well-produced graphic design (the design is what 
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earned the album a Grammy nomination). When I asked Ivis what he wanted with the Río Mira 
project, he explained: 
I want it to be a binational project, to be a project about integration, to establish 
ties between Esmeraldas and its natural community that is the entire southern 
zone of Colombia’s Pacific Coast where the sense of African identity is the same 
people, the same customs, the same culture. It seems to me that is one of the 
strengths of the project that from Esmeraldas an exchange is begun with its own 
community (Flies 2015). 
 
Flies’s approach to Río Mira demonstrates how there was a presupposed sense of sameness not 
just among the musicians, but the producers as well. At the same time, his emphasis on 
integrating and beginning an exchange between Ecuadorian and Colombian musicians 
demonstrates a sense that the border has produced a notable division in the region, but also, that 
this border can be transcended. 
By August 2014, at the Petronio Álvarez festival, Flies and Benavides had already 
organized a group of musicians from Esmeraldas and Colombia to participate in the project. 
Over the period of a few days, they recorded several tracks, but were unhappy with the product 
and decided to try again, changing some of the musicians. So, with more time to develop the 
concept of Río Mira and select new musicians for the project, the team produced a proposal to 
apply for funding. The document clearly lays out the goals of Río Mira:  
Reaffirm the afro sound and identity of El Pacífico by preserving our sound, 
producing an album of traditional music with a global proposal of high quality in 
order to place it in consideration for the most prestigious musical spaces in the 
world, for example, the prizes of the Recording Academy, Grammy, or World 
Music Awards 
 
and later asserts that its secondary objectives are to: 
Revitalize and strengthen the lines of integration between the members of the afro 
community of each side of the border between Colombia and Ecuador…and 
promote a space of creation and exchange between these artists in each country in 
the framework of the MMP (Ecalle 2014: 3). 
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This document was written by Marion Ecalle, a French woman who was, at the time, director of 
Teatro Sánchez Aguilar, an upper-class music venue in Guayaquil’s Samborondón district, 
which is known for being one of the wealthiest communities in Ecuador.126 The MMP, co-
founded by Cedric David, is referenced throughout the document as a “host” for Río Mira. Ecalle 
and David are both aware of their identity as French within a project that is decidedly not, and 
having been relegated to administrative work was something they joked about, saying that 
organizational skills are part of their “European” identity.  
Cesar Herrera is the manager of the group Kinteto Pacífico, which is comprised of the 
Colombian musicians participating in Río Mira, and he has had a great deal of success working 
with groups from El Pacífico, most notably Herencia de Timbiquí.127 His comments about 
differences in musical style across the border were similar to those I have heard from other 
people, but some of the things he focused on are revealing in understanding how people interpret 
effects of the border and Río Mira as binational. He explains: 
The project has actually been really strange because they are musicians that are 
apparently very similar, but with basic differences that we can only understand as 
musicians…I feel like they are so similar that it is easy for them to adapt, such as, 
“we’re going to play one from Ecuador,” and,” we’re going to play one from 
Colombia,” but there is a significant difference in the rhythms, in the way of 
playing. For example, the bambuco viejo is very behind the beat, and they singers 
from Ecuador couldn’t enter in the choruses—yes there are differences. That is, 
it’s not so much the same…I feel like the music in Colombia is played more 
behind the beat, and in fact they couldn’t play the breaks from the tune Adios 
Morena, and here [in Ecuador] it is more on the beat. I think that, I don’t know the 
                                                        
126 This part of Guayaquil has actually been publicly and actively mocked by the president of 
Ecuador, Rafael Correa in order to gain the admiration of more people from the lower classes, 
and he began to use the term “pelucón,” to make reference to people with high-class sensibilities 
(i.e. spend money on lavish lifestyles).  “Pelucón,” is originally a term for people from the 
Spanish aristocracy from the 19th and 18th centuries, who bore wigs (pelucas) common in Europe 
during that period. 
127 Herencia de Timbiquí is a group that has had some of the most visibility in international 
music markets, traveling regularly for performances around the world and collaborating with 
other internationally recognized musicians. 
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roots of Ecuadorian music, but I feel like it has more indigenous roots…because 
anyway when you listen to African music you can hear that it is much more 
behind the beat. Always more behind the beat. Cubans also play much more 
behind the beat. But I feel like that is the reason, I don’t know, it is a speculation 
that [Ecuador] has more indigenous roots than the music from the Colombian 
Pacific (Herrera 2015). 
 
It is clear that there is some ambivalence in Herrera’s comments, and while he believes there is a 
strong connection between musicians from El Pacífico in Ecuador and Colombia, his focus on 
the differences, especially with regard to rhythmic feel, is significant. He frames the rhythmic 
feel of playing “behind the beat” as fundamentally “African” in order to argue that Ecuadorian 
music is more indigenous because it is not behind the beat. While this rhythmic approach to 
music is not necessarily exclusively African (nor would it be accurate to characterize all the 
music on the entire continent as such) and is, for example, common in mestizo charango music 
from the Andes (e.g., Turino 1993; 2008b), it is also interesting how Herrera also cites Cuba as a 
kind of “proof” that playing behind the beat is African, echoing Heidi Feldman’s argument that 
the Caribbean is a “surrogate” for Africa in the black Pacific (Feldman 2005: 207). His 
comments also align with comments from highland mestizos I have mentioned in previous 
chapters, and their interest in making claims of indigenous origins about musical forms otherwise 
understood as Afro-Ecuadorian. 
Esmeraldas is a small part of El Pacífico and given that it exists within a country where 
national census projects claim to have an indigenous demographic twice that of Colombia,128 
                                                        
128 National census numbers usually place indigenous populations significantly low, 3.4% in 
Colombia (Departamento Nacional de Estadística, 2005) and 6.8% in Ecuador (Instituto 
Nacional de Estadísticas y Censos). These numbers are actually very low according to other 
studies (e.g. Chisanguano 2006), but speak to education about populations in both countries and 
how it informs understandings of national identity.  
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sometimes musicians highlight their Colombian roots as a means to reaffirm their diaspora 
identity. For example, discussing her ancestry, Karla Kanora explained to me that: 
Starting from the point that we were in one moment one single country, for us, 
Afro-Ecuadorians, I think that countries don’t exist. Ecuador and Colombia don’t 
exist. We exist as an Afro community…my dad used to tell us that his ancestors 
came from Barbacoas…and it’s true, it’s totally true, people with the name 
Quiñonez come from Barbacoas…so I feel like we are one community. We are 
not Colombia and Ecuador, we are the same thing (Kanora 2015). 
 
Karla’s legal last name is Quiñonez, which was changed to Kanora for two reasons: one was 
because she and her husband (who is also her manager) wanted her to have a name that sounded 
“more African,” and found a type of bird from the continent that they were particularly fond 
of.129 The other reason was because there are so many well-known soccer players from 
Esmeraldas with the same surname that they didn’t want the association to confuse any potential 
fans in the future. Her husband, Jorge Martínez, explains how they developed Karla’s image as 
something that would be marketable:  
We began by constructing an image, an identity, and icon, which is what we have 
now, after ten years. But for this, one has to play a little bit with the rules that the 
market provided us. So, we dabbled in pop, a period which has lasted up until 
very recently, and the success of our song “Only You” made Karla Quiñonez 
become Karla Kanora. Now we are building her identity with her Afro, her 
candongas (hoop-earings), Karla is a beautiful woman, and what he have tried is 
to make the beauty of an Afro-Ecuadorian woman is reflected in her, which at the 
same time can work today so that women can say, ‘I also feel comfortable 
dressing like that, with an Afro like Karla,’ which has, in fact, begun to happen 
(Martínez 2015). 
 
Apart from Karla’s singing in Río Mira, the foregrounding of her within imagery used in the 
album’s promotional materials was strategic, often placed alongside the group’s Colombian 
marimbero Esteban Copete (see Figure 23). 
                                                        
129 In fact, “canorus,” Latin for “canorous,” is used in names for many bird species throughout 
the world.  
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Karla’s comments above align with sentiments that El Pacífico can be considered as a 
community that is independent of Ecuador and Colombia.  For example, Juan García explains 
that when he was growing up (mid-20th century):  
All this about Colombians and Ecuadorians was something that was almost never 
considered. People would walk up and down the coast for their 'mother of God' 
and the best lands to raise a family and live peacefully, and nobody asked about 
who was Colombian or Ecuadorian (García Salazar 2002: 20).130  
 
Karla’s comments about what make the album binational further support the significance of El 
Pacífico as unified and why the project was considered to be a reunion: 
The project is binational because people and their visions from both countries 
have come together to bring it to fruition. But for us it is a meeting of hermandad. 
For me it is a meeting of hermandad. It’s like family members who haven’t seen 
each other for a long time and come back together. We are family. It is a meeting 
of brothers and sisters. Of brothers and sisters from Colombia and brothers and 
sisters from Ecuador (Kanora 2015). 
 
What is interesting about Karla’s comments is that within the context of Río Mira, she is willing 
to deny—or at the very least deemphasize—her Ecuadorian identity. In other contexts, this 
would not be the case at all, as she has recorded songs for the Ecuadorian government, such as 
“Ama la Vida,” which is the slogan from the government’s tourism campaigns, and she also 
appears on billboards throughout the nation’s capital. The point is, while Karla’s identity as 
Ecuadorian is important to her in many ways, identifying with Colombia as a homeland links her 
to the African diaspora.  
                                                        
130 See also García Salazar 2012: 11, 19, 82. 
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Figure 23: Early album cover art for Marimba del Pacífico, also used in articles about the 
group. From left to right, top-level: Benjamin Vanegas, Eduardo Martínez, Larri Preciado; 
bottom-level: Carlos Loboa, Sergio Ramírez, Esteban Copete, Karla Kanora, Carlos Hurcand 
(seated), Hugo Quiñonez. Throughout, children of the neighborhood “El Arenal.” Photo 
courtesy of Ivis Flies. 
 
Esteban Copete is one of the most well-known musicians in El Pacífico, and has 
performed in Esmeraldas in the past and toured internationally. He shares the sentiment of the 
rest of the participants about El Pacífico, highlighting the similarities across the border: 
There are many similarities because we are in neighboring countries and 
practically, what we have, a separation, an invisible border that says that is 
Colombia and that is Ecuador, but I would say that it is the same art, the same 
shore, you know what I mean? I don’t see much distance between Esmeraldas and 
the Pacific Coast of Colombia. Practically, they are culturally identical, almost the 
same (Copete 2015). 
 
Copete also described the diversity that exists within El Pacífico, and that it may not necessarily 
be because of nation-state borders, but in fact because there are so many different towns within 
the region: 
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There are differences because either way marimba players here have their own 
style of interpreting the marimba. Percussionists as well. We can say that the 
similarities are in the rhythms and everything and that each person has their own 
manner of playing and wants to sound a little distinct. As would happen in 
Colombia for example when you listen a marimba group from Tumaco, or a 
marimba group from Timbiquí, or Guapi, or a marimba group from Esmeraldas, 
each one is going to sound distinct (Copete 2015). 
 
This observation is important within the processes of contextualizing Río Mira as binational, 
because while there are many different idiosyncrasies within El Pacífico, the musicians 
participating on the album have all developed their careers as musicians within cosmopolitan 
centers. That is, they are considered representative of the diversity in style that each country has 
to offer, which I will look at more closely in the following section. 
 In sum, the idea of creating a binational album was one that not only made sense to the 
musicians and producers because of the cultural unification across the borders, but it was also 
one that would be marketable within the MMP. Moreover, the goals of the producers and 
managers involved in the inception and creation of Río Mira were not only to produce an album 
of high quality, but producing one that would expand the El Pacífico market, facilitate the 
(re-)integration of musicians across the Ecuador-Colombia border, and, last but not least, win 
them some prestigious awards. The aspirations of the musicians on the album also aligned with 
those of the producers, but the excitement of collaborating with musicians across the border was 
what they mentioned the most. While the album was conceived by producers under the 
presupposition of sameness throughout the Pacífico, at times unexpected differences made the 
production of the album more complicated than they had anticipated. In the following section, I 
consider notions of sameness and difference that inform the negotiation of social boundaries, 
their connections to the Ecuador-Colombia border, and how this contributes to El Pacífico as a 
binational region. 
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Listening for the Binational in Río Mira 
 
There are many attributes of the music on Marimba del Pacífico, its production process, 
and the performances of Río Mira that illustrate the album and the group’s binational character. 
The following section is divided into three sub-sections that focus on marimba, drums, and 
voice, each of which involves musicians from Colombia and Ecuador. There are performance 
techniques in each of these groups that are characteristic of El Pacífico as a whole, and there are 
others that are more closely associated with Ecuador or Colombia. Furthermore, the power 
dynamics that existed within the group between musicians also speaks to some of the ways that 
being from and working in Ecuador or Colombia can influence particular goals or expectations. 
 
Chromatic and “Traditional” Marimbas: Marimberos and Performance Techniques 
 
The marimba is the most emblematic instrument of El Pacífico, and looking closely at 
different types of marimbas, techniques of performing the marimba, and leadership of marimba 
players reveal distinctive characteristics of marimba music on both sides of the border. 
Generally, the chromatic marimba is understood as an “Ecuadorian invention” (Ritter 1998: 54) 
first created by Numas Ramírez in the north of the province (Birenbaum Quintero 2009: 313; 
Castillo 2014; Vanegas Loor 2015), and the technique used to play it differs significantly from 
other types. Also, marimba players are commonly ensemble leaders or musical directors, and 
how this power dynamic played out during the recording of Marimba del Pacífico speaks to 
some of the differences between Ecuador and Colombia in the context of marimba performance 
ensembles. 
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The chromatic marimba, also known as the “marimba de dos pisos” (two-tiered 
marimba), is just one type of marimba from El Pacífico, and for the purposes of this chapter, 
there are two other kinds: the diatonic and the tradicional (traditional). Diatonic marimbas are 
tuned to A440, usually starting on the third F found on a piano and covering two and a half 
octaves, finishing on the fifth D. Tradicional is a term that is used in two ways, both of which 
make discussions about marimbas rather confusing. First, the term is used in reference to 
marimbas that are built by local artisans in riverine communities (e.g. Borbón, Telembí) and 
whose tunings are produced by the ear of the builder and individual techniques and aesthetics 
(see Chapter 2). The term “traditional” is also commonly used when musicians from Esmeraldas 
are talking about the diatonic marimba, as it is visually the same as other single-tier marimbas. In 
other words, the diatonic marimba is conceptualized as contrary to the chromatic marimba and 
through discourse also becomes a traditional marimba in its own right. While the tuning is 
distinct, it should be noted that the materials used to make the marimbas are the same, so there is 
still a timbral unity across marimba types.   
On chromatic marimbas, playing technique is an important point of contrast with single-
tier marimbas. On any single-tier marimba, two mallets, one in each hand, is the norm for 
virtually all marimba players in El Pacífico.131 Usually, each hand plays simultaneous thirds, 
fourths, fifths or octaves, or one hand will play parts of a melody alone. The higher register tiple 
player will perform heterophonically with the singers and use changes in octaves or increasing 
subdivisions in order to increase enthusiasm, and therefore participation. The lower-register 
                                                        
131 There are two exceptions to this that I am aware of. First, Don Nacho, from Telembí actually 
plays andarele without a bordón player and uses two mallets in his left hand while playing the 
melody in his right hand. Similarly, through various social media, I have seen marimba players 
learning to play with two mallets in each hand in order to play all possibilities of the normal 
marimba-type that involves two people playing a low and a high part. 
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bordón player utilizes fewer keys, employs little to no variation, and he will either play two notes 
simultaneously or alternate, but always within a range of an octave or less.   
The style of attack is what is important for the relationship between traditional and 
diatonic marimbas, however. Because there are typically two notes sounding simultaneously, the 
hands of the marimba player do not rise more than six inches off the keys. They move back and 
forth in a sweeping motion, opening and closing the space between the mallets, or going up and 
down the keyboard simultaneously when performing octaves. Alternating hand patterns, such as 
a single roll stroke (Right Left Right Left) are rare in melodic runs, and when they do occur it is 
on the same key as a variation to a stock phrase, or on two keys to sustain sound. These types of 
techniques apply to any sing-tier marimba, and in fact there is little variation when making the 
distinction between diatonic and traditional marimba performance technique. 
In Esmeraldas, the chromatic marimba is as prevalent as, or possibly more than, the 
diatonic marimba, and many groups and schools perform with a chromatic marimba even if they 
don’t use the semitones that it provides. A move toward incorporating the marimba into popular 
genres like salsa or reggaetón and a discourse about “elevating” Afro-Esmeraldeño music by 
collaborating with orchestras in Quito (Arroyo 2011) have led to the chromatic marimba’s 
prevalence throughout the province, and into the country’s capital.132 The chromatic marimba 
has created a certain amount of controversy in Colombia, however, notably when Larri Preciado 
won the “Rey de la Marimba” (King of the Marimba) award for the second time in 2002. The 
Colombian competitors complained that his use of the chromatic marimba was non-traditional 
and he should therefore not have been able to compete in the “traditional” category. Preciado’s 
                                                        
132 Marimba ensembles in Quito virtually always use the chromatic marimba, often arranging 
tunes from the Esmeraldas repertoire in different musical styles, most commonly jazz and rock. 
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group “Bambuco” was, however, able to remain in that category because they argued “that the 
chromatic marimba was not untraditional but merely ‘local Ecuadorian tradition’” (Birenbaum 
Quintero 2009: 311-313), reinforcing an Ecuadorian association with this type of marimba. 
In Colombia, chromatic marimbas aren’t uncommon, but their infrequency of use in 
presentational groups (which often involve other chromatic instruments like electric bass, piano, 
and horns) is notable. In some cases, such as within the context of Petronio, this is due to 
preservationist sentiments about what “traditional” should mean, which are shared among some 
musicians in Esmeraldas. Speaking about the restrictions implemented at the Petronio festival, 
Ecuadorian bombero Hugo Quiñonez explains: 
The rule of not using the chromatic marimba is good, because we are losing the 
custom of playing what is ours. Yes, the chromatic marimba has more keys and 
can therefore play more notes, but that doesn’t mean that it can do more.  That is, 
although the traditional marimba has less notes, it doesn’t mean that it can’t be 
developed. With the rule of using only a traditional marimba, musicians are 
forced to be more creative in the way that they develop the instrument (Quiñonez 
2015). 
 
Interestingly enough, Hugo was one of the marimba players for Bambuco when they won the 
Petronio festival fifteen years earlier—with the chromatic marimba. Nowadays, when 
performing with Bambuco, even though Hugo has expressed his desire to use a non-chromatic 
marimba, the group still uses a chromatic one, because other members agree that it is important 
for the group to be adaptable. 
Marimba players in Colombia have also developed a distinct form of playing the 
instrument, where one person will approximate the bordón and tiple parts with their left and right 
hands, respectively. This technique has been mastered by famous Colombian marimba players 
like Hugo Candelario González, Kike Riascos, and Esteban Copete, and while I was in 
Esmeraldas, I only met one young marimbero who was trying to learn this technique, and doing 
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so by watching videos and listening to recordings from Colombia.133 In other words, this 
technique is one that is markedly Colombian, and not taught in Esmeraldas among private 
teachers or at the conservatory.134 It makes for a very impressive performance when marimba 
players can show their dexterity and coordination in a solo, but it also does move away from 
traditional marimba performance practice, which nearly always includes two marimba players, 
rather than just one. During the production of Marimba del Pacífico, all of these techniques, 
styles of attack, and types of marimba were present, and I will now look specifically at the 
marimberos that recorded on the album. 
Esteban Copete is a well-known marimbero throughout El Pacífico, and his background 
and influences speak to the Colombian context of marimba music in Colombia. Esteban began 
learning music where he was born, in the Chocó departamento,135 which comprises the northern 
portion of Colombia’s El Pacífico, is known for chirimía music, and has a greater influence from 
Colombia’s northern Caribbean coast than the southern Pacific Coast (Birenbaum Quintero 
2019: 17). He moved to Cali at the age of ten, where he was first introduced to music from 
Colombia’s southern coast, eventually studying music in college. Esteban credits Hugo 
Candelario González, marimba virtuoso and leader of one of the longest-standing marimba 
ensembles, Grupo Bahia, as being the most influential figure for him as a marimbero. Esteban 
                                                        
133 Kevin Santos, from the group “Ochún” in the Ecuadorian capital of Quito, also employs this 
technique, which he learned from Hugo Candelario González, having met him while performing 
in Brazil. 
134 That is to say, Don Nacho from the town of Telembí and Alberto Castillo from the 
conservatory in the city both have students, but this technique is not taught. However, the way 
that Nacho plays andarele is unique in that he uses three mallets, one in the left hand and two in 
the right hand, something that I have not seen in any other contexts of marimba performance, 
apart from western orchestral marimba techniques applied to marimba from El Pacífico in 
tutorial videos on the internet. 
135 Literally “department,” (see: Birenbaum Quintero 2019: 24) this regional designation is 
similar to Ecuador’s provincias (provinces) or states in the U.S. 
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also expressed his admiration for José “Gualajo” Torres, who recently passed in 2018, but 
remains a legendary figure of marimba music in Colombia, not unlike Papá Roncón in 
Esmeraldas.136 One last aspect of Esteban’s musical influence, and something that firmly 
establishes him as an important figure in El Pacífico, is that he is the grandson of Petronio 
Álvarez, for whom the most important festival of black music in Colombia is named. 
Esteban’s composure and playing style facilitated the participation of the musicians from 
Esmeraldas and also allowed him to lead the group when arrangements were not working out or 
when new ideas were brought up. As certain pieces for the album took more and more attempts 
to record, Esteban was able to maintain the kind of patience that only comes from extensive 
experience in recording studios; in fact, he and the other members of Kinteto Pacífico had to be 
back in Cali the day after the Río Mira recording was finished in order to work on a different 
recording of their own. When playing, he employs techniques that are characteristic of marimba 
music from El Pacífico, such as heterophony with the melody, intervals of thirds and fourths 
played while improvising, and octaves used to move up and down scales. Additionally, he 
demonstrates virtuosity by using arpeggios, which he executes by quickly playing two notes on 
one hand while the second hand completes the triad, moving up and down the keyboard and 
ornamenting melodies. His hands never cross when performing any of these techniques, which is 
an important point to make when drawing a distinction between techniques used on the 
chromatic marimba versus those used on a single-tier marimba. 
                                                        
136 I make this comparison not only because they are of the same generation, but also because 
there have been collaborations between them, and also because many people interested in 
learning to play or build marimbas know who both of them are, and have sought them out for 
lessons. 
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Larri Preciado, the Ecuadorian representative of the marimba on Río Mira, has an 
extremely different style of playing and presence than Copete. Preciado is one of the senior 
performers of music from El Pacífico in Río Mira. He traveled around the world with the group 
Koral y Esmeralda137 in the 1990s, won the “King of the Marimba” award at the Petronio in 2000 
and 2001, recorded on the Don Naza album mentioned earlier, and has worked in many different 
ways over the years organizing events and ensembles in Esmeraldas. Positioning his experience, 
status as a marimbero, and seniority in the group, Preciado assumed a certain sense of authority 
during the project, stopping recordings and demanding adjustments in the musical arrangements 
or instrumentation (see Figure 24).  
 
Figure 24: Larri Preciado taking a leadership position in Río Mira. Photo courtesy Miguel 
Alvéar. 
 
                                                        
137 This is Carmen González’s group mentioned in the previous chapter. 
 205 
Preciado’s comportment clashed with the overall sensibility of the project, which was, more or 
less, “we all play the same music, so this should be relatively easy,” and also because his actions 
implied a hierarchy within the ensemble, something that was not discussed in meetings before 
the recording started. Presenting one’s self as musical director is common practice in 
Esmeraldas, where one person will perform this position in an ensemble, pronouncing leadership 
in the group regularly at rehearsals, and this is a position Larri has had on many occasions over 
the years. Also, because managers in Esmeraldas are scarce,138 when an individual decides to 
create a group or assume its leadership, it is accompanied by responsibilities of procuring 
presentations, promotion, and musical direction. Because Río Mira already had these logistical 
positions filled, Preciado’s demands to change stylistic nuances were met with confusion by the 
other members. His approach became tiresome for many of the people involved in Río Mira and 
private conversations eventually arose about “what to do with Larri.” Meetings, however, 
between the producers and him helped prevent the project from imploding because of these 
communicative issues.  
Musically, Preciado prefers to play the chromatic marimba and enjoys exploiting the 
greater selection of notes available in order to display virtuosity. While he knows the repertory 
from Esmeraldas and Colombia, his playing techniques stray significantly from those that I 
describe above, commonly adding non-diatonic passing tones to established melodies or 
accompaniment parts. Soloing, he moves away from the melody, something which is often used 
with little melodic variation as a solo in itself, and instead inserts chromatic runs or rapid 
arpeggios. This, due to the necessity of crossovers with the marimba mallets, creates a distinct 
                                                        
138 Jorge Martinez, Karla Kanora’s husband, is the only other manager I met while in 
Esmeraldas, and he manages his wife’s musical career. 
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visual performance than the typical techniques used. So, while the overall sound of the Rio Mira 
album is relatively uniform in terms of timbre, orchestration, musical form, etc., one would be 
able to note that there are two different marimba players with significantly distinct approaches 
and musical values. 
Preciado’s sound contributes an Ecuadorian style to the Rio Mira project because of the 
chromatic marimba’s status as being “local Ecuadorian tradition.” Not only are solos on the 
chromatic marimba audible, but all of the tunes on the album presented by the Esmeraldeños 
were performed with chromatic marimbas – whether or not the notes involved were diatonic – in 
order to better accommodate the range of the singers’ voices by selecting a key appropriate to 
whichever singer had the lead part in a song. Similarly, “Estaba Llorando,” a popular bunde in 
the El Pacífico repertory throughout Colombia, was proposed by Kinteto Pacífico, but some 
harmonic adjustments were made, as suggested by Preciado, to give them “un poquito más de 
sabor” (a little more flavor). Specifically, when this piece was first presented by Kinteto 
Pacífico, the melody existed above two minor chords a fifth apart—A minor and E minor—but 
Preciado added a C major chord and changed the E minor to an E major. Harmonic adjustments 
and melodic flourishes possible only on a chromatic marimba create a uniquely Ecuadorian 
sound that blends with the marimba techniques employed by Copete. 
During a rehearsal the year following the production of Río Mira in anticipation of 
upcoming performances also revealed an effort of Preciado to highlight Ecuadorian and 
Colombian distinctions. This occurred during a rehearsal of andarele, which I have explained 
earlier is understood as an Ecuadorian tema and known as the “hymn of Esmeraldas.” Larri 
stopped the group many times over during the rehearsal and continuously singled-out the bombo 
player from Colombia, Sergio Ramirez. Sergio and the other musicians were unable to 
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understand what it was that Larri wanted him to change, and after the third or fourth time 
stopping the group, Larri threw up his hands and proclaimed that if the group were unable to play 
andarele in the way that he wanted, then it shouldn’t be played at all, because he felt that as it is 
the most well-known tema from Esmeraldas, performing it “incorrectly” would misrepresent 
Ecuador. 
In general, the idea for the repertoire used in Río Mira was that half the songs would be 
selected by the Ecuadorian musicians and the other half by the Colombians. While much of the 
musical style is shared, the repertoire was selected in such a way as to emphasize Ecuadorian and 
Colombian contributions to the genre in general, and of all the tracks on the album, “Torbellino” 
and “Andarele” are played and recorded regularly on either side of the border, while the 
remaining ones are more commonly heard either in Esmeraldas (Guarapo, Román Román, Agua) 
and Colombia (Niña Elena, Patacore, Ronca Canalete, Estaba Llorando). One the one hand, this 
was a means for musicians to learn tunes from the other side of the border and foment musical 
relations across it, while on the other, it emphasized national distinctiveness. 
 
Vocal Style: Sounding like El Pacífico across the Border 
 
Each of the vocalists involved in the recording of Río Mira have distinct backgrounds 
that not only show the diversity of El Pacífico, but also some of the ways that being raised in 
Ecuador or Colombia may influence the way people perform and the way music is heard. 
Colombian Carlos “Fencho” Hurcand was born and raised in Guapi, a small town southwest of 
Cali, which is known for being home to some of the most influential musicians of marimba 
music. Ecuadorian Benjamin Vanegas, as I described in Chapter 3, has been becoming gradually 
 208 
more interested in performing music from El Pacífico professionally, as well as writing music 
about the history of the region. Karla Kanora’s position as the only woman on the album 
addresses issues of gender, and more specifically, how her involvement associates her with black 
cultural expression more intimately than the generic pop music that she has become famous for. 
Here, I will describe some of the most typical characteristics of music from El Pacífico that I 
have observed in order to compare with the performance styles of each of the singers on the 
album.  
Vocal technique, timbre, and harmonic quality are good indicators of the characteristic El 
Pacífico sound. Older singers, whom are often the most highly respected, are known for their 
ability to sing loud enough to overcome the sound produced by the drums, shakers, other singers, 
and ambient sounds that are a natural occurrence in participatory musical settings, which often 
occur in crowded private homes or small churches. Consistently singing at a volume that is loud 
enough to be heard over all of these different elements inevitably influences vocal timbre, a 
result which is as important as intonation with regard to the aesthetic values associated with 
singing style. The most respected singers not only have strong, loud voices and consistent 
intonation, but also extensive knowledge of song repertoires and the ability to improvise lyrics 
within a performance, or even create a new song on the spot. Where the singer enters and exits 
with the melody rarely synchronizes with the first hit of the bombo, and instead occurs just 
before or just after the first beat of a cycle. The extensive and dense interlocking patterns that 
this produces with the accompanying instruments and voices is characteristic of music from El 
Pacífico. Singers also commonly slide up and down on a single syllable rather than moving 
between pitches in steps or leaps, but it is not melismatic singing, and if the interval is large 
enough, the result is often a yodel.  
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Of the three singers in the group, Fencho has had the most experience performing music 
from El Pacífico, and his background from Guapi, a town known to be home to some of the most 
influential marimba musicians in El Pacífico, provided him with a certain amount of authority 
from the position of the other singers in the group (see Figure 25). Guapi is, for example, the 
home of José Antonio “Gualajo” Torres, who was “probably the best-regarded southern Pacific 
maestro-figure” (Birenbaum Quintero 2009: 333). It is also the birthplace of Hugo Candelario 
González, the marimba player for the ensemble Grupo Bahia, which won in the first two 
Petronio festivals, when he also was awarded the first King of the Marimba prize. Both of them 
have been invited as special guests to the Petronio festival on numerous occasions, helping to 
promote Guapi as a town rich with marimba music. Candelario and Gualajo have both also been 
the marimba teachers for many musicians in Colombia over the years, including of Esteban 
Copete, who has studied with both. Guapi is also referenced in music; “Ronca Canalete,” which 
was recorded by Río Mira, contains a line that references traveling there for “business.”  
Mañana me voy pa’ Guapi con mi potrillo a vender 
A buscar una Guapireña que me sepa comprender 
 
I’m going Guapi tomorrow in my little boat to sell  
I’m going to look or a girl from Guapi that gets me 
 
This line is used in other songs as well, such as “Oío Pango,” which was recorded by Grupo 
Bahia on the album “Mulataje” in 2010. The point is, Guapi is understood by fans of and 
musicians from El Pacífico as a Colombian town that has had significant influence on music 
throughout the region.  
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Figure 25: Carlos “Fencho” Hurcand, middle (black and white cap) teaching Karla Kanora 
(right) and Benjamin Vanegas (left) the vocal arrangements for “Adiós Morena.” In the back, 
producer Iván Benavides (left) and Kanora’s husband and manager (right) observe. Esteban 
Copete accompanies on the marimba. 
 
Specifically, Fencho’s vocal style has a refined quality that is informed by growing up in 
Guapi and performing in Cali. Probably the most prominent example of a vocal idiosyncrasy that 
can be associated with Colombia is on the recording of “Adiós Morena,” in which Fencho gives 
a virtuosic performance of the yodeling technique mentioned above. As the rest of the ensemble 
drops out, the chorus continues its response pattern and Fencho yodels vocables interlocking 
with the other voices, displaying a virtuosic command of both rhythm and harmony. While 
yodeling is also employed in music from Esmeraldas, it is less common in performance 
ensembles, and Fencho’s extensive highlighting of the technique is unique. “Adiós Morena” was, 
in fact, recorded by Kinteto Pacífico in 2012, and already well-known among fans of marimba 
music in Colombia before Marimba del Pacífico. Likewise, similar yodeling can be heard in 
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other recordings from Colombia, such as “Elena” on the album Sonar de Marimba by the group 
Socavón.139  
For Karla Kanora, being able to work with Fencho was an opportunity to learn more 
about singing music from El Pacífico, and in this way, the project worked as a kind of 
etnoeducación for her: 
I enjoy discovering myself in this new form of making music. In reality, as a 
musician, I enjoy all musical genres, but this is something that is a little more 
spiritual for me, much more mine, and I feel very happy beginning to realize that I 
am able to sing it…hearing Fernando Hurtado… sing with such authority gave me 
a great deal of confidence, and everything flowed perfectly. It was a huge 
challenge for me, but I feel extremely happy because I have learned so much. I 
still have a lot to learn, but this has been an important stepping stone in the 
process (Kanora 2015). 
 
That Karla saw working with Fencho as a means to learn more about music from El Pacífico 
speaks to how Colombia and musicians from Colombia are perceived by musicians in 
Esmeraldas.  
While Colombian musicians are often revered among musicians in Esmeraldas, local 
figures are of course highly respected as well, as the attendance of Rosa Wila during the 
recording process represents (Figure 26). Rosita’s appearance led to conversations among the 
musicians from Colombia and Ecuador sharing stories about some of their favorite singers of 
older generations, and, notably, Karla also mentioned that Rosita’s involvement was important to 
her learning experience while working on the album. Rosita’s presence at the recording session 
was mostly about musical exchange with one of Esmeraldas’s most respected singers, and, in 
fact, none of the recordings made with Rosita ended up on the album. 
                                                        
139 Socavón was the name of this group when Sonar de Marimba was released and has since 
changed its name to Grupo Canalón after a dispute over prize money following the 2003 
Petronio (see Birenbaum Quintero 2019: 248). 
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Figure 26: Rosa Wila (foreground) leading group with guasá shaker in hand. Carlos Hurcand 
stands between her and producer Ivis Flies. 
 
Karla was eager to join the Rio Mira project not only to open up her opportunities as a 
performer in a new market, but also to gain more experience performing music from El Pacífico. 
Her only other experience with music from El Pacífico was with Taribo’s Petronio Álvarez 
audition. Other than that, none of the music Karla performed up to this point was characteristic 
of El Pacífico by any means, and her music could be categorized as generic, easy-going, 
cosmopolitan pop with a band consisting of a drum set, electric guitars, bass guitar, keyboard, 
and the occasional synthesized string section. Her vocal style is considerably smooth in timbre, 
she has a keen sense of pitch, and she uses a substantial amount of vibrato and melisma. Apart 
from intonation, none of these qualities is typical of vocal characteristics in music from El 
Pacífico, and this discrepancy is something she openly acknowledges and wants to adjust. 
“Quiero se más negra!” (I want to be blacker!), she told me on multiple occasions when 
discussing possible musical projects in El Pacífico, and participating in Marimba del Pacífico 
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was an opportunity to learn what this might mean for herself, as well as boosting her visibility as 
a musician contributing to the El Pacífico market. 
Benjamin Vanegas’s boisterous and comical personality, coupled with his extremely 
emotive style of singing, contributes a certain sense of Ecuadorian style to the vocal 
arrangements, notably with his mimicry of Segundo “Don Naza” Nazareno’s characteristic 
shouting-like vocables. Don Naza is a veritable legend in Esmeraldas for his singing style that 
wins over all audiences, including that of Petronio Álvarez, where he led the group Bambuco 
that won the festival’s marimba category, accompanied by Larri Preciado and Hugo Quiñonez in 
2001. Don Naza has come to be one of the most significant markers of authenticity for Afro-
Esmeraldeño music, so much so that employing or approximating his techniques is interpreted as 
traditionally Esmeraldeño and uniquely Ecuadorian. Therefore, when Benjamin applies his 
interpretation of Naza’s vocal technique during Rio Mira, he is contributing an Ecuadorian sound 
element to the overall project. While he implements this vocal style much more dynamically in 
live settings, it can be heard on the Río Mira album in the beginning of “Agua,” and more sutble 
version of it can be heard in the beginning of several phrases on “Torbellino.” 
The lyrical content of two of the songs that Benjamin sings are also significant in 
considering Ecuadorian influence on the album and how migration in El Pacífico has contributed 
to a shared history across the border. “Román, Román,” for example, includes Benjamin reciting 
an excerpt of the poem “Agrandao” (aggrandized) by well-known Afro-Esmeraldeño poet Jalisco 
González (see Appendix D). “Román, Román” was also one of Benjamin’s first arrangements of 
traditional music from Esmeraldas, and it is one that is often expected of him at shows. He also 
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wrote the lyrics for the track “Agua,” which talks about how his grandparents’ relationship was 
affected by migration to the south in search of work.140  
Corre el agua, corre el agua 
El agua que corriendo va 
Juan Manuel buscando caucho 
Dejó el Río Patía 
Las lágrimas de su madre 
Mojaron toda la orilla  
 
Aguita, aguita florida 
Aguita, aguita la flor 
Brígida Realpe lloraba 
Lamentando la partida 
En cada gota sentía 
Que la vida se le iba 
Agua que corriendo va 
Water flows, water flows 
The water flows quickly 
Juan Manuel looking for caucho 
He left the Río Patía behind 
The tears of his mother 
Soak the entire shore. 
 
Water, flourishing water 
Water, water the flower 
Brígida Realpe cried 
Lamenting her parting 
In each drop she felt 
That her life was leaving her 
Water flows quickly 
 
As I explained in previous chapters, migration from the north to the south has been 
occurring in El Pacífico for centuries, not only with relation to cimarronaje, but also because of 
the boom-bust economy that has characterized Ecuador since the 19th century. Benjamin’s lyrics 
here paint a vivid picture of the emotional toll that these migrations may have taken on families 
that are split apart. Moreover, migration from Colombia to Ecuador has contributed to the vast 
majority of the Afro-Esmeraldeño population, and every individual undertaking this movement 
from the north to the south has to pass through and across rivers and bodies of water. Thus, 
through Benjamin’s vocal techniques, national boundaries are inscribed while state borders are 
crossed. 
In sum, Fencho’s singing style and background contextualize his presence on the album 
with particularly Colombian characteristics. When listening to his voice and often the words that 
he sings, musicians and fans of music from El Pacífico will identify his sound with Colombia. 
                                                        
140 See Appendix B for complete lyrics. 
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Karla’s level of fame alone contributes to a particularly Ecuadorian image in the group, notably 
with her position as a figure of pride among Afro-Ecuadorian women. Rosa Wila’s presence in 
the recording space represented the longevity of shared musical traditions across the border and 
also demonstrated an Ecuadorian authority on singing style from El Pacífico more generally. 
Benjamin’s style of performance that references Don Naza gives yet another element to the 
album that is sonically associated with Ecuador, supplemented by his lyricism about migration 
from Colombia to Ecuador. 
 
Percussion: Touch and Interlock across the Border 
 
In the context of Río Mira, aspects of the percussion parts also speak to the album’s 
binational character, namely, instrumental attack and how rhythmic interlocking is divided 
between musicians. Interlocking is fundamental to the drums used in marimba music, and the 
cununos are typically divided in two, one of higher pitch known as hembra (female) and one of 
lower pitch, known as macho (male). When I learned how to play the cununo in Esmeraldas, I 
was taught a few basic rhythms on whichever cununo was available, and there was no clear 
explanation of any specific rhythms that should be played on one or the other cununo. However, 
when my teachers performed, they usually played two cununos together, and it became clear 
there was a pattern on each one; the hembra was the primary cununo, sat closest to the 
performer, and was used for the most variation. Within the basic six-beat cycle, on the hembra, 
the cununero plays a closed-tone or slap on beats 1 and 4 and an open tone on beats 3 and 6, and 
on the macho, an open tone on beat 5 (Example 2).  
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On the album, the Colombian cununero Carlos Loboa plays both hembra and macho as 
he normally does in performance contexts, and a third, even higher-pitched cununo was added by 
Alfredo Caicedo (only on “Andarele”) and Eduardo Martínez (on “Guarapo,” “Niña Elena,” 
“Román, Román,” “Torbellino,” Ronca Canalete,” and “Estaba Llorando”). In participatory 
settings of marimba music, there is no limit to the number of cununos (I have seen six), but 
having a third in Río Mira was a bit unusual when compared with other performances 
ensembles.141 Eduardo Martínez’s involvement on the album was a new kind of experience for 
him, as his background is mostly in salsa music, as well as other popular transnational genres 
from the Caribbean. In this sense, his comments about his experience on the album were similar 
to those of Karla Kanora, and he expressed his admiration for Carlos Loboa’s ability to 
improvise within the ternary rhythms he was still getting accustomed to while working with the 
Grupo Taribo (see Chapter 3). 
 
 
Example 11: Golpeador and Arrullador patterns. “X” indicates stick on wooden side of drum, 
black diamonds indicate closed tones on the drumhead, and hollow diamonds indicate open 
tones on the drumhead. 
 
The sound of two bombos on the album also indicate a Colombian influence, but in a 
rather particular way. Apart from participatory settings where several bombos may be used, in 
                                                        
141 In fact, for all of Río Mira’s performances (in Quito, Cali, and even the U.S.) no cununero 
from Ecuador was included, and Loboa carried this part of the ensemble alone. 
golpeador
arrullador
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Esmeraldas there is only one used in performance settings, something that is also characteristic 
of marimba music in Nariño, Colombia’s southern-most department in El Pacífico (Birenbaum 
Quintero 2019: 39). However, interlocking patterns relegated to two different bombos of distinct 
pitches is more commonly employed in the northern part of El Pacífico Sur, including Cali and 
Cauca Valley. These two parts are clearly heard on Marimba del Pacífico, where the higher-
pitched bombo known as the arrullador plays open tones on the drumhead on beats 3 and 6 in a 
six-beat cycle and the lower-pitch golpeador plays open tones on beat 5 (see Example 11 above).  
 
Example 12: Basic bombo pattern used in Esmeraldas, commonly known as “6/8 
 or “bambuquiao.” 
 
While this interlocking pattern was new for Esmeraldeño bombero Hugo Quiñonez, the 
basic pattern used on a single bombo in Esmeraldas made the exchange relatively easy. In 
Esmeraldas, the bombo employs a combination of open and closed strokes on the drumhead, 
where open strokes play beat 5 and closed strokes play beats 3 and 6 (see Example 12). As a 
result, the open strokes align with the golpeador and the closed strokes align with the arrullador. 
The combination of open and closed strokes and the interlocking of the golpeador and arrullador 
parallel the cununo parts, and the rhythmic pattern they all create equates the swing pattern used 
in jazz, but beginning and ending off the beat. The point is, while a single bombo is common on 
both sides of the border, the use of arrullador and golpeador is virtually absent in Esmeraldas, 
and contributes a Colombian particularity to the album. However, because the fundamental 
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rhythms employed are the same throughout El Pacífico, the interlocking of the two bombos 
create a musical metaphor for binationalism. 
 
Conclusion 
 
 In this chapter, I have shown how marketing, musical sound, performance techniques, 
repertoires, and individuals involved in the production and recording of Marimba del Pacífico 
evoke a binational character of El Pacífico. One of the key elements that make this group 
binational is the push and pull between sameness and difference. The inception and organization 
of the album were based on the presumption that El Pacífico is a region comprised of people who 
share habits of thought and practice, musical goals, and musical abilities. While the album was 
produced with great efficiency, there were moments of confusion and moments when the process 
flowed quite smoothly. I also highlighted that among the Esmeraldeño participants, there was a 
great deal of respect held for the Colombians, which was of course mutual, but also connected 
with the homeland associations made with the Colombia. What I have tried to do in this chapter 
is to highlight how those exchanges or differences may have been informed by the border 
dividing El Pacífico.  
In many ways, what I have argued here that makes Río Mira binational is contrary to how 
the album was framed in the first place: as a reencuentro of musicians from the same musical 
tradition that has been divided by national borders. The instruments, underlying rhythms, and 
shared history were all taken as proof of El Pacífico’s binational quality, but as I have shown, the 
idiosyncrasies in sound, the influence of local musicians on the cosmopolitan participants 
involved, the view of Colombians as “very traditional,” and the position of Esmeraldas within 
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the El Pacífico market are all evidence of unique stylistic musical features on either side of the 
border. In other words, what makes this project binational is the ways in which shared qualities 
are juxtaposed with differences across the border and how they have been influenced by distinct 
national contexts and imaginaries.  
 In September and October 2018, Río Mira flew to the U.S. and played a series of twenty-
one shows around Chicago and New York City. The four musicians from Colombia (Esteban 
Copete, Sergio Ramirez, Carlos Loboa, Carlos Hurcand) were present, while Karla Kanora and 
Benjamin Vanegas were the only two Ecuadorians from the recording who were able to attend. 
In order to equalize the Ecuadorian side of the group, Tito Ponguillo, marimba player from 
Grupo Taribo (Chapter 3), and Grecia Albán, a vocalist from Quito were invited to participate in 
the performances. Tito was raised performing marimba music with one of the earliest folkloric 
ensembles in Esmeraldas, Tierra Caliente, and is well-respected as a marimbero and dancer in 
the city. His skin color, as I mentioned in Chapter 3, has prompted musicians in Esmeraldas to 
suggest that Benjamin get “un propio negro detras de la marimba” (a real black guy behind the 
marimba). Grecia Albán’s musical style is largely cosmopolitan, drawing from folkloric Andean 
genres popular in Ecuador (sanjuanito; pasillo), with her biography describing it as a “poetic 
repertory that addresses essential themes like the human relationship to the earth and nature, el 
mestizaje, identity, and the cultural value of women.”142  
 A logical conclusion to make about the introduction of Ponguillo and Albán to Río Mira 
would be to present it as another example of indigenous influence on marimba music in Ecuador 
that has been highlighted, as I have mentioned, by highlanders in Ecuador (Chapter 2) and Cesar 
                                                        
142 Description of the artist from the Casa de la Música Ecuatoriana for the release show of her 
first full-length album, “Mamahuaco.” https://casadelamusica.ec/obras/greciaalban, accessed 
1/31/18. 
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Herrera’s comments. Unfortunately, working out of the country, I was unable to attend any of 
Río Mira’s presentations and would therefore not be able to make any conclusive statements 
about how the introduction of these new musicians may have influenced the reception of the 
group. At the very least, however, that the Colombian musicians have remained the same since 
the very first instantiation of the group and that the Ecuadorian musicians, apart from Benjamin 
Vanegas and Karla Kanora, have changed various times, speaks to a difference in professional 
opportunities across the border. 
 The reception of the album also reinforces the topics that I have covered in this chapter, 
specifically how El Pacífico crosses the Ecuador-Colombia border, this history of migration 
across it, and Ecuador’s position within it. Virtually all reviews of the album explain how the 
Mira River, just like El Pacífico, crosses the Ecuador-Colombia border, some using the term 
binational explicitly (Hildebrandt 2017). Many also highlight the history of slavery and 
migration in the region (Denselow 2017; Gallacher 2017; Higgins 2017; Johnson 2017; 
Richmond 2017), reinforcing the importance of cimarronaje, likely to audiences that would have 
otherwise been unaware of this past. In terms of differences on either side of the border, authors 
also applaud the album because they explain that Ecuador is less recognized as part of El 
Pacífico (Richmond 2017; Johnson 2017) and that there is more stigma toward Afro-Ecuadorians 
than Colombians (Gallacher 2017; Hildebrandt 2017). Several of these reviews of Marimba del 
Pacífico were from US- and European-based media outlets such as National Public Radio, The 
Guardian, and Afropop Worldwide, demonstrating that the reception of the album also 
contributes to the idea of El Pacífico as a binational community far beyond Ecuador and 
Colombia.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
 While the majority of my fieldwork was carried out in Ecuador, a Colombian gaze in 
Esmeraldas has played an important role in the development of my conclusions. Over the past 
ten years, I have visited Colombia for music-related events on several occasions,143 with my first 
trip prompted by musicians in Esmeraldas who planned on going to perform in the Petronio 
festival telling me that it was something that I couldn’t miss if I was interested in marimba 
music. The Petronio festival was impressive, to say the least: tens of thousands of people 
clapping along with music, singing choruses, and creating group dance moves on the spot. This 
was different than what I had seen in Esmeraldas, where the population is far smaller and staged 
marimba performances are more commonly held for a seated audience. The point is, since my 
first time in Esmeraldas, musicians, dancers, and folklorists have pointed me toward Colombia as 
an important place to visit, as an extension of Esmeraldas, as somewhere with many highly 
skilled and professional musicians. Thus, my focus on the border and attempting to untangle its 
influence on social boundaries and musical style is an outgrowth of the relationship that 
Esmeraldas has with Colombia as described by musicians in Esmeraldas, as discussed in 
histories, as perceivable in the environment, and as heard in music.  
 Throughout this dissertation I have presented examples that demonstrate cultural 
unification across the Ecuador-Colombia border and differences that exist on either side of it. 
The histories of zambaje and cimarronaje in Esmeraldas is unique because of the specific actors 
involved (Alonso de Illescas and the formation of the “Zambo Republic”), while the 
                                                        
143 I have visited Colombia for fieldwork purposes on three different occasions, at the Petronio 
festival in August 2011, during the Feria de Cali in 2013, and for the recording of a new album 
produced by Benjamin Vanegas featuring various Colombian musicians in May 2018. 
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contemporary black population is comprised mostly of migrants and cimarrones arriving from 
the north, what is now Colombia. Musical instruments, forms, and repertoires in Esmeraldas are 
closely related, if not the same, to those in Colombia’s El Pacífico, yet the relationship between 
Afro-Esmeraldeños and Chachis has contributed to musical particularities, at least along the 
Cayapas River in El Norte. On the one hand, the case of the Cayapas demonstrates how 
discourses of interculturality influence an emphasis on cultural differences in order to represent 
Ecuador as unified and diverse. On the other hand, while sameness may be foregrounded in 
projects framed as reunions, like the Río Mira project, differences in professionalism, 
experience, aesthetic preferences, and musical influences may emerge in instances of 
performances, production processes, and musical recordings. 
 The history of cimarronaje is highlighted within contemporary activism and identity 
construction among Afro-Ecuadorians. Likewise, zambaje during the colonial period produced a 
heritage in Esmeraldas through alliances and families formed between people of African descent 
and indigenous groups within the context of cimarronaje, complicating the self-other binary 
inherent to mestizaje. In other words, cimarronaje and zambaje are inextricably linked in 
Esmeraldas, not only in the history of the region, but also in discourses that are oppositional to 
that of the prevailing mestizaje. At the same time, while there has been recent acknowledgement 
of zambaje and identities that involve non-mestizo mixing, Afro-Ecuadorian identity projects are 
less likely to emphasize elements of indigenous heritage within diaspora discourse. Afro-
Indigenous relations in recent political movements have been more visible within the context of 
policy making that focuses on collective identity and ancestral territories borrowed from 
indigenous leaders, yet, within these movements, while rhetoric may be shared, differences are 
typically highlighted. 
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 The case of Afro-Chachi relations in El Norte demonstrates how music can be positioned 
in political discourse vis-a-vis Afro-Indigenous relations within the Ecuadorian national 
imaginary. As I explained in Chapter 2, marimba music on the Cayapas River has various 
characteristics of sound that demonstrate influence from both groups, while there are also 
discourses within each group that aim to highlight differences between them. Territory on the 
Cayapas is complicated in that land ownership, spatial community organization, and riverine 
social networks have involved the development and maintenance of Afro-Chachi relationships 
for many generations. Unfortunately, the abuse of natural resources in the region has devastated 
both Afro-Ecuadorians and Chachis, and ancestral territory laws divide them because of the 
ambiguity of ancestrality. Within discourses of ancestral territory there are parallels with 
discourses of diaspora, in that people are obliged to construct a sense of homeland, which the 
Zambo Republic for Afro-Esmeraldeños and Pueblo Viejo for the Chachis exemplify. Marimba 
music on the Cayapas represents the complicated nature of ancestry in the region, and its position 
as an emblem of various groups in Esmeraldas is interconnected with constructions of ancestry 
and origins. 
 The marimba is, admittedly, more visible as Afro-Ecuadorian than indigenous, not only 
in the national imaginary, but abroad as well, where it is closely associated with African diaspora 
identity. For example, UNESCO’s inclusion of the instrument on its list of intangible cultural 
heritage excludes indigenous practitioners, noting that the instrument is “integral to the family 
and community fabric of people of African descent” (UNESCO 2015). There are a number of 
interesting ways in which diaspora can be interpreted in Esmeraldas, namely in regard to 
homelands. Not only are there parallels with ancestral territory in Esmeraldas itself, but musical 
and discursive relationships to Colombia and Africa indicate a multiplicity of homelands. 
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Situating Esmeraldas within El Pacífico is complicated precisely because of the region’s 
binational character, with competing national imaginaries and local contexts within a unified 
cultural formation. As the exclusivity of nation-building projects increased on either side of the 
Ecuador-Colombia border, migration came to be interpreted as from Colombia to Ecuador, 
highlighting national differences. While one homeland within the Afro-Esmeraldeño population 
of the diaspora may be an imagined Africa, Colombia has also come to represent a similar kind 
of homeland. Not only the history of migration and familial relations that exist across the border, 
but also the respect and admiration that many people hold in Esmeraldas for musicians from 
Colombia speak to notions of multiple homelands. 
 What is clear in Esmeraldas is that the question of indigeneity is one that needs to be 
addressed with more scrutiny. The same could be said for various other regions in South 
America, where cultural forms express myriad relationships that cross boundaries of social class, 
ancestry, and national identity. In Ecuador alone, the difference between black musical 
expression in the highlands and coast is vast, and both regions have seen intercultural 
relationships between black populations and various indigenous groups that are themselves 
culturally distinct. This is not to say that analyses should present essentialist features associated 
with a single racialized category, but that a foregrounding of local context can demonstrate the 
diversity of a diaspora. Moreover, the implications of addressing Afro-Indigenous exchange is 
important because it has been underrepresented throughout all of the Americas.  
 While it is certainly true that there have been different traditions, stylistic features, and 
professional opportunities to emerge in Esmeraldas, it is still part of the El Pacífico region, 
which I would argue could also be expanded farther down the coast, encompass new groups, and 
help nuance theories of diaspora. To begin with, apart from the Chachis, there are two other 
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indigenous groups that live in the Pacific Littoral where the marimba can be found. The Awá 
people who live in northern Esmeraldas and southern Colombia not only continue to play the 
marimba today, but one of the earliest publications about marimba in the region focused on the 
Awá marimba in Colombia (Jones 1966).144 The third indigenous group known for having 
marimba music, the Tsa’Chila, in fact live even farther south than Esmeraldas today, and 
consider the instrument to be of African origin, expanding El Pacífico geographically and 
demonstrating its discursive reach beyond a traditional sense of the African diaspora. Moreover, 
the black population in Guayaquil, located near the Peruvian border to the south, has grown 
tremendously in recent years, possibly outnumbering Afro-Esmeraldeños (El Telégrafo 2015), 
and also consisting of many Afro-Colombians and their children. In recent years, marimba music 
in Guayaquil has begun to emerge in local communities, most notably in Isla Trinitaria on the 
outskirts of the city, as well as in international music festivals.145 El Pacífico continues to expand 
regardless of the borders that divide it, and I would argue that this expansion will continue, likely 
not only with the marimba, but with other popular musics as well. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                        
144 Jones’s article, he uses the term “Kwaíker” in reference to this group of people, whom self-
identify as Awá in Ecuador. 
145 “Expresiones Negras,” for example, began in 2005 and hosts musical ensembles and speakers 
from Ecuador and other South American countries. 
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APPENDIX A: 
GLOSSARY OF TERMS 
 
Alabado – vocal music performed following the death of an adult. 
 
Andarele – marimba tema, known by some as the “hymn of Esmeraldas.” 
 
Angelito – literally “little angel,” this word is used for recently deceased infant children, 
referenced as such because it is believed that their souls ascend directly to heaven.  
 
Ánimas – spirits invoked during annual ceremony in Telembí, Esmeraldas 
 
Animeros—community members of Telembí who invoke the ánimas 
 
Agua – this word is used in reference to a tema from Esmeraldas that is played by both Afro-
Esmeraldeños and indigenous groups, and has several variations, including “Agua Grande,” 
“Agua Larga,” and “Agua Corta” 
 
Aguardiente – sugar-cane alcohol found throughout El Pacífico (and South America) with 
several local variations. 
 
Arrullo – song-genre typically performed for Catholic Saints, Virgins, or infant Jesus. 
Predominantly sung by women and commonly only includes bombos, cununos, and guasás. 
 
Audiencia – short for Real Audiencia de Quito, or the Royal Audience of Quito 
 
Baile de respeto – “dance of respect,” the style of dance that accompanies currulao, where 
people occasionally dance in pairs. The name makes reference to the fact that people rarely touch 
when dancing in pairs. 
 
Bambuco – tema known throughout Esmeraldas and Colombia as being foundational to the 6/8 
rhythmic feel known in the region. 
 
Bambuco Viejo – “old bambuco,” this is a designation used in Colombia, and is known for being 
played particularly slowly. 
 
Bambuquiao – “bambuco-ed,” this is a word commonly used in Esmeraldas in reference to the 
6/8 rhythm that is the basis for much of the music played in the region. 
 
Baquetas – marimba mallets. 
 
Blanco-mestizo – literally “white-mixed,” this term references upper-class, light-skinned  
mestizos. Notably, while this term could also be written in the feminine (blanca-mestiza) it is  
most commonly used in reference to multiple people (blancos-mestizos) or to men specficially. 
See also, “Colono.” 
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Bombo – bass-drum played with one stick playing the wooden body of the drum and a mallet 
playing the head of the drum. 
 
Bordón – lower-register marimba pattern, usually with little variation in Afro-Esmeraldeño 
music. 
 
Bpm – abbreviation for “beats per minute.” 
 
Bunde – duple-meter rhythm used commonly in arrullos. 
 
Caderona – tema famous in Esmeraldas. 
 
Cantadora – woman singer, mainly in references to singers of arrullos. 
 
Cantaleta - part of local lexicon used for a topic is particularly relentless and annoying. 
 
Caña guadúa – local type of particularly strong bamboo that is found throughout El Pacífico. 
 
Caramba – tema commonly performed in Esmeraldas. 
 
Cayapa – antiquated word used in reference to indigenous group known today as “Chachi.”  
 
Chigualo – ceremony held for an angelito. 
 
Chonta – family of palm trees in El Pacífico used in the construction of marimbas. 
 
Cimarrón (pl. cimarrones) – self-liberated enslaved person. 
 
Cimarronaje – a reference to changing ideology about the conceptualization of slavery that 
focuses on cimarrones and their resistance to slavery in the past, as well as the rejection of 
deterministic historiographies that present slavery as the most fundamental aspect of life for 
people of African descent in the present. 
 
Cofradía – religious “brotherhoods” found in Latin America during the colonial period; black 
cofradía served as organizations that provided spaces for music and dance. 
 
Colono – literally “colonist,” this word is used in reference to, typically light-skinned, non-
Esmeraldeños working in the boom-bust economy since the 19th century. See also blanco-
mestizo. 
 
Colorado – Word used in reference to indigenous group more commonly known today as 
Tsa’Chila. 
 
Cuadrilla – “work gangs” from the period of slavery. 
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Cuento – any kind of story from Esmeraldas, often referencing local spirits, ceremonies, social 
events, and music. 
 
Cununo – conical hand-drum found throughout El Pacífico, commonly performed in pairs, with 
one high-pitched drum called hembra (female) and one low-pitched drum called macho (male). 
 
Currulao – word used in reference to the social context of marimba music. More regularly used 
in Colombia than in Esmeraldas, where people more commonly say “marimba music.” 
 
Damagua – local tree from which fibers are extracted and used to tie pieces of marimba together. 
 
Décima – form of poetry known throughout black communities in El Pacífico. 
 
Desaprender – “to unlearn,” this is one of the fundamental principles of etnoeducación and the 
aim to highlight the hegemony involved in the national Ecuadorian education system. 
 
El duende – mischievous spirit from Esmeraldas, famous for leading people astray into the 
woods and kidnapping children. 
 
Etnoeducación – type of educational methodology and ideology that focuses on problematizing 
the hegemony of the nationalist education system and presenting new local forms of knowledge 
as alternative means for education. 
 
Faldón – cape-like piece of cloth placed on an angelito in preparation for a chigualo 
 
Glosador, glosadora – term used for singers in marimba music. 
 
Gringo – word used for foreign, usually white, people in Esmeraldas. 
 
Gualte – type of chonta, known for being lighter and splintering more easily than others. 
 
Guarapo – local form of sugar-cane alcohol. 
 
Guasá – cylindrical shaker used in arrullos and marimba music. 
 
Indios Bravos – “angry Indians,” this is a term used in antiquated literature in reference to a 
specific indigenous group known as Los Malabas. 
 
Inti-Raymi – indigenous festival of the sun in highland Ecuador. 
 
Juga – term used in Colombia in reference arrullos or marimba music, where the singer takes 
the primary role. 
 
Juwalli – type of long shirt or tunic worn by Chachis, especially during important social events, 
such as weddings. 
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Laurel – wood commonly used in the construction of structures that support the keys and tubes 
of a marimba. 
Luminaria – event in which people pay respect to their deceased ancestors by placing candles 
next to gravestones.  
 
Los Malabas – see “Indios Bravos.” 
 
Marimba – xylophone-like instrument played throughout El Pacífico. 
 
Marimbero/a – person who plays marimba 
 
Mestizo/a – of Spanish and indigenous descent, originally a designation for racial mixture; used 
as socio-cultural epithet in contemporary vernacular. 
 
Mestizaje – “master narrative” of racial and cultural “mixing” found throughout Latin America;  
 
Monte – woods, jungle 
 
Montubio – working class living on rural areas along the coast south of Esmeraldas.  
 
Mulato – person of mixed European and African ancestry 
 
Noche de marimba – event in the town of Telembí that occurs every two years on the 31st of 
October as part of a three-day even that celebrates the spirits of the deceased. 
 
El Pacífico – word used in reference to the Pacific Coast from Esmeraldas north through 
Colombia until Panama. 
 
Palenque – autonomous community established during the colonial period comprised of 
cimarrones, also known as quilombos in Brazil. 
 
Parroquía – small town, parish  
 
Patacoré – marimba tema known for having especially lively dancing, to the point where people 
may collapse from exhaustion 
 
Pambil – common palm tree found in El Pacífico, this type of Chonta is often used for 
constructing marimbas in Esmeraldas; commonly found as flooring in homes of Esmeraldas, 
though only in found in upper-class homes today.  
 
Reaprender – “to relearn,” part of methodology for etnoeducación. 
 
Recinto – very small village 
 
Rescate – “rescue,” commonly used among folklorists and musicians undertaking preservation 
projects.  
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Respondadora – “responder,” woman singing in call-and-response form. 
 
Revalorización – “revaluation,” part of etnoeducación project to support local forms of cultural 
expression, especially in opposition to popular cosmopolitan forms. 
 
Salsa Choque – sub-genre of salsa music massively popular throughout El Pacífico, known 
especially for its dance, which involves dancers bumping (choque) their hips together. 
 
San Juanito – duple-meter marimba tema played during Christmas Eve among Afro-
Esmeraldeños and Chachis on the Cayapas. 
 
Serrano – term used by people from the coast of Ecuador when describing mestizos from the 
highlands of Ecuador. 
 
sordo – word used to describe a marimba that is out of tune. Literally, Spanish for “deaf.” 
 
Tecla, Tabla, Lata – key, board, can; words used to describe keys of the marimba 
 
Tatábra – peccary found throughout the Pacific Littoral; skin used for resonating side of bombo 
and heads of cununo drums. 
 
Tema – roughly, “song and dance genre,” used to describe marimba music and dance 
 
Teniente politico/política – person in 
 
Tierras Baldías – “unoccupied lands”  
 
Tiple – upper-register accompaniment and improvisational part of marimba; known as requinta 
in Colombia 
 
Torbellino – marimba tema about a boy known for splitting away from his parents and being 
found in marimba dances. 
 
Tsa’Chila – indigenous group based in the Santo Domingo de los Colorados Province, south of 
Esmeradlas. Also known as “Los Colorados.” 
 
La tunda – female spirit-figure known known to stun children with potent flatulence, bring them 
into the woods, and possibly abuse them sexually. 
 
Uñi – Chachi community leader. 
 
Venado – small type of deer found in the Pacific Littoral; skin used on struck side of bombo. 
 
Zambaje – process of racial mixing between indigenous people and people of African descent. 
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Zambo – person of mixed African and indigenous heritage. 
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APPENDIX B: 
EXTENDED LYRICS 
 
“No Corten El Bosque”146 
“Don’t Cut Down the Forest” 
 
No corten el bosque 
hagamos un sacrificio. 
No corten el bosque 
busquemos otro beneficio. 
 
Los abuelos de mi abuelo, 
sacaron la conclusión. 
Que en los esteros nacen,  
con la guaña y el camarón.147 
 
No corten el bosque 
hagamos un sacrificio. 
No corten el bosque 
busquemos otro beneficio. 
 
Repiquen ese bombo, 
el cununo y el guasá. 
Que una buena arrulladora 
Santísima Trinidad. 
 
No corten el bosque 
hagamos un sacrificio. 
No corten el bosque 
busquemos otro beneficio. 
 
El que mi pueblo visita, 
en el río de Santiago. 
En Playa de Oro conoce, 
el gran bosque primario. 
 
Don’t cut down the forest, 
let’s make a sacrifice. 
Don’t cut down the forest,  
let’s find another revenue. 
 
My grandfather’s grandparents 
arrived at the conclusion. 
They are born in the estuaries, 
with the guaña148 and the shrimp. 
 
Don’t cut down the forest, 
let’s make a sacrifice. 
Don’t cut down the forest,  
let’s find another revenue. 
 
Play that bombo, 
the cununo and the guasá. 
A great arrulladora 
the Holy Trinity 
 
Don’t cut down the forest, 
let’s make a sacrifice. 
Don’t cut down the forest,  
let’s find another revenue. 
 
My people come to visit, 
on the Río Santiago. 
In Playa de Oro it is known, 
the great primary forest. 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                        
146 In García Salazar 2012. 
147 Each line in every strophe is followed by “No corten el bosque, hagamos un sacrificio.” 
148 Guaña is a type of fish that is prominent around the community of Playa de Oro on the Río 
Santiago and a staple in the local diet. 
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 “El Niño Viene Llegando”149 
“The Baby is on its Way” 
 
El niño viene llegando,  
en la barca de Colombia. 
El niño se queda aquí, 
yo me quedo en Salahonda.150 
 
Bomberos párense duro, 
No se vayan a caer, 
Que de aquí yo me levanto, 
Cerquita al amanecer.151 
 
El niño viene llegando,  
en la barca de Colombia. 
El niño se queda aquí, 
yo me quedo en Salahonda. 
 
Ayúdenme compañeras 
A vestir este ángel bello, 
De la Punta de los pies, 
Hasta el último cabello. 
 
The baby is on its way, 
on the boat from Colombia. 
The baby can stay here, 
and I’ll stay in Salahonda 
 
Stand up straight bomberos 
don’t you dare fall down. 
Because I’m getting up from here 
near the sunrise. 
 
The baby is on its way, 
on the boat from Colombia. 
The baby can stay here, 
and I’ll stay in Salahonda 
 
Help me out friends152  
to get this beautiful angel dressed. 
From the points of its feet, 
to the last hair. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                        
149 In García Salazar 2012. 
150 Salahonda is a town in Colombia where the Patía River meets the Pacific, just north of 
Tumaco. 
151 Each line in this verse is followed by “yo me quedo in Salahonda.” 
152 This is a translation from “compañera,” which roughly translates are companion, friend, 
partner, and in this case specifically, it is addressed to women. 
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Benjamin Vanegas 
“Éxodo” 
 
Soy un alma de mil ochocientos, 
Cuando verde aún era el planeta.  
Un río era todo mi universo, 
La voz de mi madre era una ciencia.  
 
Y llevo por nombre Juan Manuel, 
Todo lo dejé en el Patía, 
Negros hermanitos, una lluvia. 
Dejé llorando a mi familia.  
 
Y me fui, diciendo que volvería, 
No volví, se me terminó la vida.  
 
Nací en tiempos de abolición,  
Aunque seguí siendo sometida.  
Brígida Realpe es mi nombre,  
Nunca se curaron mis heridas.  
 
Vi un éxodo de jóvenes negros, 
Que partían como en estampida.     
La fiebre del caucho fue el pretexto, 
Río abajo se me fue la vida.  
 
Los lloré y aún los lloro todavía, 
Juan Manuel mi alma pena en el Patía.  
 
I am a soul of the 1800s 
When the planet was still green 
A river was my entire universe 
My mother’s voice was a science 
 
And I go by the name of Juan Manuel 
I left everything in the Patía 
A rain of dear black siblings 
I left my family crying. 
 
And I left saying that I’d come back 
I didn’t come back, and my life ended. 
 
I was born in the time of abolition, 
Although I continued being subjected. 
Brígida Realpe is my name, 
they never cured my wounds. 
 
I saw and exodus of young black kids 
that left as if in a stampede. 
The caucho boom was the pretence, 
The river below carried my life away. 
 
I cried for them, and I still cry for them 
Juan Manuel, my sorry soul in the Patía. 
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Río Mira (2017) 
“Agua” 
 
Corre el agua corre el agua 
El agua que corriendo va 
 
Juan Manuel buscando caucho 
Dejó el Rio Patía 
Las lágrimas de su madre 
Mojaron toda la orilla  
 
Aguita, aguita florida 
Aguita, aguita la flor 
 
Brígida Realpe lloraba 
Lamentando la partida 
En cada gota sentía 
Que la vida se le iba 
Agua que corriendo va 
 
Aguita, aguita la flor 
Aguita, aguita el olor 
Aguita, aguita florida 
Aguita cayendo va 
 
Este corazón que tengo 
Ajustada aquí en mi pecho 
Corazón que juramento  
Juan Manuel lloró por dentro 
 
Aguita, aguita florida 
Aguita, aguita la flor 
Aguita, aguita el dolor 
 
The water runs, the water runs 
The water goes running. 
 
Juan Manuel looking for caucho, 
left the Patía River behind. 
The tears of his mother, 
flooded the entire shore. 
 
Water, water, flowing water 
water, the flower. 
 
Brígida Realpe cried 
Lamenting the parting. 
In each drop she felt 
that life was leaving her 
the water goes running 
 
water, water, the flower 
water, water, the smell 
water, flowing water 
water is falling down 
 
This heart that I have 
square in my chest 
Heart of sacrament 
Juan Manuel cried from within 
 
water, flowing water 
water, water, the flower 
water, water the pain. 
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Perlas del Pacífico 
Llora el Agua (2015) 
“Llora el agua, juga grande” 
 
Ay llora el agua, llora el agua 
Oh oh oh de vera es (x2) 
Ay de vera eh (x4) 
 
Ay ya me zambullía pa’ ti allá 
Pasa ligero de una bomba  
Fantasía resultana  
Ay agarró desde la onda153  
 
Ay llora el agua, llora el agua 
De vera, de vera es  
Ay de vera eh (x4) 
 
Cuando quise, no quisiste 
Dame con lo que era justo 
Buscaste a comodidad  
Tu voluntad fue tu justo154 
 
Ay llora el agua, llora el agua  
Oh oh oh de vera es (x2) 
Ay de vera eh (x4) 
 
Cuando quise, no quisiste 
Era mi cielo y mi gloria  
Ahora que voz querés? 
Otro reina en mi memoria 
 
Ay llora el agua, llora el agua 
Oh oh oh de vera’ es (x4) 
Ay de vera eh (x8) 
 
Ay the water cries, the water cries 
oh, oh, oh, it’s true 
Ay, it’s true 
 
I dove in to come to you 
the quick pass of a bomb 
resulting fantasy 
that grabbed from the wave. 
 
Ay the water cries, the water cries 
oh, oh, oh, it’s true 
Ay, it’s true. 
 
When I wanted to, you didn’t 
Give me what was fair 
You went looking for comfort 
Your own will was your right  
 
Ay the water cries, the water cries 
oh, oh, oh, it’s true 
Ay, it’s true. 
 
When I wanted to, you didn’t 
my heaven and my glory 
and now what do you want? 
Another reigns in my memory 
 
Ay the water cries, the water cries 
oh, oh, oh, it’s true 
Ay, it’s true 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                        
153 After each line in all of the verses follows a chorus, “de vera’, de vera’ es” meaning, “it’s 
true, it’s true.” 
154 Each of the lines in this verse are repeated 
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Papa Roncón y Katanga 
Marimba Magia (2003) 
“Agua Larga” 
 
Llora el agua, llora el agua  
Que el agua corriendo va (x2) 
 
Hoy te pregunto montubio   
Primera, segunda y cuarta  
Que desde que pasó el diluvio  
donde está varada el arca  
 
Llora el agua, llora el agua  
Agua que el corriendo va (x3)155 
 
Donde el arca se varó  
Yo te doy razón y seña  
Y me siguió a la peña  
La agua cuando se creció 
 
Presume que naufragó 
Si la barca estaba plena  
Con los auxilios de dios 
La barca esta muy plena  
 
Llora el agua, llora el agua 
Agua que corriendo va (x3) 
 
Malditos sean los diablos  
Y una china bailando 
Será por lo que soy china 
Me están menospreciando 
 
Llora el agua, llora el agua 
Agua que corriendo va (x3) 
 
Donde el arca se varó  
Yo te doy razón y seña  
Y me siguió a la peña 
La agua cuando se creció  
 
The water cries, the water cries 
The water runs quickly (x3) 
 
Today I asked you montubio 
First, second and fourth 
That since the flood happened 
where is the ark grounded 
 
The water cries, the water cries 
The water runs quickly (x3) 
 
Where the ark grounded 
I believe that you are right 
And following me to the peña 
was the water when it rose 
 
Assume that the shipwreck 
if the boat was level 
when it called you for help 
the boat is very level 
 
The water cries, the water cries 
The water runs quickly (x3) 
 
The devils are damned 
and a china dancing 
is it because I am a china 
the they don’t care 
 
The water cries, the water cries 
The water runs quickly 
 
Where the ark grounded 
I believe that you are right 
And following me to the peña 
was the water when it rose 
 
 
 
                                                        
155 This line “agua que corriendo va,” or “water goes running,” is sung by a chorus of female 
singers, and continues to follow every line sung by the glosador for the rest of the recording. 
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Don Naza y el Grupo Bambuco 
Yo Soy El Hombre (2004) 
“Agua Larga” 
 
Ay agüita, agüita florida (x2)156 
 
Ay la mujer que a mi me escribió 
Ay la carta aquí yo la tengo 
Ay diablo o yo no se leer 
Ay la verdad yo no la entiendo 
  
Ay agüita, agüita florida (x2) 
  
Ay que pendejo como vos   
Ay tengo lleno una bodega 
Ay el que me viene a comprar 
Ay vendo a medio la docena 
  
Ay agüita, agüita florida (x2) 
  
Ay agua yo la tengo 
La tengo un rato en la boca   
Ay que primero ya voy a comprender 
Ay que al hombre no se le burla 
  
Ay agüita, agüita florida (x6) 
   
Mañana es limpio lo abundante 
Ay esto no le va a chocar 
Una cala si es que falta 
El segundo hasta enseñar 
  
Ay agüita, agüita florida (x2) 
  
Ay el que cante que vive en mi (¿) 
Que cante del techo para la guerra (¿) 
Fecunda como la gallina 
Ay arrecha como la perra 
 
Ay agüita, agüita florida (x6) 
 
Water, flowing water 
 
Ay, the woman that wrote to me 
Ay, the letter I have here 
Ay, damn I don’t know how to read 
Ay, it’s the truth I don’t understand 
 
Water, flowing water 
 
Ay, what an idiot you are 
Ay, I’ve got a room full 
Ay, he who comes to buy from me 
Ay, I sell a dozen for half 
 
Water, flowing water 
 
Ay, water I have 
I have it for a second in my mouth 
Ay, that first I am going to comprehend 
Ay, that the man doesn’t mock it 
 
Water, flowing water 
 
Tomorrow is clean and abundant 
Ay, this is not going to crash 
A creek if it is missing 
The second until teaching 
 
Water, flowing water 
 
Ay, the one singing lives inside me 
May he sing about the roof for the war 
Fertile like the hen 
Ay, horny like the dog 
 
Water, flowing water 
 
                                                        
156 After every line in this song, the chorus sings, “agua que corriendo va,” or “water goes 
running” 
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Ethnic Folkways Library FE 4376 
Afro-Hispanic Music from Western Colombia and Ecuador (1967) 
“Currulao, Agua Grande” 
 
Ay ayayaya 
Ay señores con atención  
Ay montubio señores con atención  
Escuche las palabras  
Estoy aprendiendo a leer 
Ayyyyy esto es del Benebán  
Esto ya me huele a amores  
Oh oh oh  
Que los ojos se me van  
A o e ha ha ha  
Ah ah ah bastante liberal 
Ay montubio hay bastante liberal  
Oh montubio, con puñal en la mano 
Me dejo con mi pagano  
Oiga y bien, no le sube el temor 
Oiga ya, tome los palos y valor  
Aprender yo me pasee en el hombro 
Oyeaaaaaa 
Ahaaaaaa 
Ay montubio y el cuerpo de don Juan 
Que si santa Lucia  
Ahora yo te doy 
Oiga tengo mi perfecto día  
Oh ahaaaaaa 
Llorando bien  
Llorando 
Ahaaaaa 
 
Ay ay ay ay 
Ay, Ladies and gentlemen attention please 
Ay montubios pay attention 
Listen to these words 
I am learning to read 
Ay, this is Benebán’s 
This already smells like lovers 
Oh oh oh 
My eyes are starting to go 
A o e ha ha ha 
ah ha ha very liberal 
Ay the montubio is very liberal 
Oh montubio, with a blade in his hand 
left me with my pagan 
listen and well, don’t increase the fear 
listen now, get your sticks and courage 
Learning it passed me on the shoulder 
oye aaaaa 
ahaaaaaa 
Ay montubio and the body of Don Juan 
That if it is Saint Lucy 
 I give you now 
Listen I have my perfect day 
Oh ahaaaa 
Crying well 
crying 
Ahaaa. 
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Marimba Cayapas (1972) 
“Agua juga” 
 
Aaay lloró, lloró 
Ay lloraaa 
 
Yo la vide, yo la vide 
 
El cantar quiere sentido  
El cantar quiere sentido  
Ay viene sin razón 
Oye que viene tu canción  
Oye que la canción me entró a los oídos157 
 
Agua que corriendo va 
 
Yo la vide, yo la vide 
Yo la vide, yo la vide 
 
Aaaaay lloré, lloré 
Yo la vide, yo la vide  
 
Aaaaay lloré 
Yo la vide, yo la vide  
 
Una vez en Medellín  
Ay que voy a cantar a Puerto Rico 
En la iglesia yo la vide  
El papa y el arzobispo 
Ay que es lo que hace Jesucristo 
 
Ay que no marca la alegría 
Tenme agua pa María 
Con el ama la vida  
Yo la vide, yo la vide  
 
Ay lloró, lloraa 
Yo la vide, yo la vide 
Yo la vide, yo la vide 
 
Ay, cried, cried 
Ay, cry 
 
I saw it, I saw it 
 
Singing wants feeling 
singing wants feeling 
Ay, it comes for no reason 
Hey your song is coming 
Hey the song entered my ears 
 
Water goes running 
 
I saw it, I saw it 
I saw it, I saw it 
 
Ay, cried, cried 
I saw it, I saw it 
 
Ay, cried, cried 
I saw it, I saw it 
 
One time in Medellín 
Ay, I’m going to sing in Puerto Rico 
I saw in the church 
the pope and the archbishop 
Ay, what it is that Jesus Christ does 
 
Ay, the joy is not enough 
Have some water for María 
With the spirit of life 
I saw her, I saw her 
 
Ay, she cried, cry 
I saw her, I saw her 
I saw her, I saw her 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                        
157 After each line, the chorus responds “Yo la vide, yo la vide” 
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APPENDIX C: 
MARIMBA TUNINGS 
 
This appendix was mostly an exercise in comparing tunings because of the many times 
that the topic was raised as an important aspect of Afro-Chachi style about marimba music 
among my informants. As such, it should not be taken as a definitive resource about marimba 
tunings on the Cayapas River, but more of a compilation of tuning frequencies. In other words, 
these marimbas are only singular examples of many, many marimbas that each of the builders 
have made, each of which have their own discrepancies not only because they have been tuned 
by ear, but also because the ages of the marimbas are unknown. Don Nacho’s marimba is one 
that I purchased from him after the noche de marimba (Chapter 2), which then sat in my 
apartment in Esmeraldas for a year and a half, and then moved to the home of Tito Ponguillo, 
who recorded the keys and sent them to me over the internet. Benjamin Vanegas and I recorded 
the keys of Papá Roncón’s marimba together when we visited him to film a documentary for a 
project he was undertaking about marimba building (see: Vanegas Loor 2015). Finally, the 
tunings of the keys for the Chachi marimba were provided in a book (Franco and Denoso 2003), 
and I have no idea how old that marimba was.  
Another important point to make is that the marimba is infamous for producing many 
overtones (Birenbaum 2009: 81; Miñana 2010), and was very much something involved in how I 
measured the frequencies of each marimba key. After each key is struck, the sound that is 
initially produced constantly changes readings on tuners that show overtones that can be 
anywhere from a perfect fourth to an octave and even sometimes to octaves above the 
fundamental. As such, in order to maintain some kind of consistency between Don Nacho’s and 
Papá Roncón’s marimbas, I focused on the last part of sound that continued to resonate after the 
key was struck, when less overtones were perceived, and my software (Adobe Audition) 
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indicated a frequency that was sustained longer than any other. I have no idea how the Chachi’s 
marimba was recorded or how the people that recorded it went about choosing the frequency 
they did, as the frequency is constantly changing. My guess is that they had a portable tuner with 
them and held it next to the marimba in order to record the notes it produced, but that is just a 
guess. 
Having said that, going through the exercise of doing this comparison was interesting 
nonetheless. While there was variation between all of the marimbas, they do all have keys that 
are ordered from lowest to highest, and as such, I made comparisons between different intervals, 
mainly, seconds, thirds, and octaves (see graphs below). For seconds, I looked at adjacent keys, 
for thirds every other key, and for octaves every eight keys. Also, the particular marimba that we 
recorded that was built by Papá Roncón had a significant amount of keys less than that of Don 
Nacho and the Chachi marimba, and instead of just starting from the lowest key and working my 
way up when doing the comparisons, I began from the keys on Don Nacho’s and the Chachi’s 
marimba the most closely correlated in frequency with the lowest key on Papá Roncón’s 
marimba. 
Comparing tuning between these three marimbas, looking specifically at intervals of 
seconds, thirds, and octaves, the marimbas of Don Nacho and the Chachi marimba provided by 
Franco and Denoso (2003) have the most intervals that are the closest in intonation, followed by 
Don Nacho’s and Papá Roncón’s, and finally Papá Roncón’s and the Chachi’s. If we take the 
Afro-indigenous divide that has been dominated by the national project of mestizaje and examine 
what is shared between Don Nacho and Papá Ronón’s marimbas in comparison with each of 
their marimbas in relation to the Chachi marimba, we see that Don Nacho’s and Papá Roncón’s 
marimbas are the most closely related in intervals of seconds. In intervals of thirds, there are the 
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same amount shared between Don Nacho’s and the Chachi’s marimbas as there are between Don 
Nacho’s and Papá Roncón’s marimbas. In intervals of an octave, Don Nacho’s marimba the 
relationship between Don Nacho’s marimba and the Chachi marimba are the closest. It should be 
noted that within the interval of the second, the frequencies are the most varied from key to key, 
and that it is probably the least useful in making this kind of comparison, possibly because 
seconds can be harder to distinguish than larger ones. 
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DON NACHO MARIMBA 
 
Keys Hertz A440 Diff Octaves Seconds Thirds 
1 149 D3 2 1067 187 288 
2 166 E3 13 1081 101 267 
3 176 F3 17 1170 169 362 
4 194 G3 -21 1246 194 332 
5 217 A3 -24 1131 138 286 
6 235 Bb3 12 1181 148 278 
7 256 C4 -34 1162 130 331 
8 276 Db4 -5 1225 201 391 
9 310 Eb4 -7 1200 190 343 
10 346 F4 -18 1165 153 323 
11 378 Gb4 36 1191 170 359 
12 417 Ab4 8 1204 189 318 
13 465 Bb4 -5 1153 129 322 
14 501 B4 23 1163 193 369 
15 560 C#5 17 1180 176 331 
16 620 D#5 -5 1133 155 334 
17 678 E5 48  179 363 
18 752 F#5 26  183 321 
19 836 G#5 10  137 277 
20 905 A5 47  140 349 
21 981 B5 -12  209 339 
22 1107 C#6 -3  130  
23 1193 D6 26    
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PAPÁ RONCÓN MARIMBA 
 
Keys Hertz A440 Diff Octaves Seconds Thirds 
1 206 Ab3 -12 1246 183 369 
2 229 Bb3 -30 1267 186 397 
3 255 C4 -42 1207 211 382 
4 288 D4 -33 1167 172 318 
5 318 Eb4 35 1224 146 358 
6 346 F4 -15 1195 212 348 
7 391 G4 -3 1146 136 341 
8 423 Ab4 32 1188 204 331 
9 476 Bb4 36 1128 126 297 
10 512 C5 -38  171 400 
11 565 Db5 32  229 346 
12 645 E5 -38  117 279 
13 690 F5 -20  163 341 
14 758 Gb5 41  178 322 
15 840 Ab5 19  144  
16 913 Bb5 -36    
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CHACHI MARIMBA 
 
Keys Hertz A440 Diff Octaves Seconds Thirds 
1 149 D3 24 1134 187 403 
2 166 E3 10 1168 215 314 
3 188 F#3 28 1120 98 280 
4 199 G3 26 1247 182 346 
5 221 A3 8 1180 164 385 
6 243 B3 -28 1160 220 288 
7 276 C#4 -6 1113 68 288 
8 287 D4 -42 1218 221 388 
9 326 E4 -21 1157 167 393 
10 359 F4 49 1200 226 340 
11 409 G#4 24 1079 115 259 
12 437 A4 12 1166 144 318 
13 475 Bb4 33 1159 173 346 
14 525 C5 7 1182 172 332 
15 580 D5 -21 1176 160 370 
16 636 Eb5 39 1160 210 315 
17 718 F5 49 1154 105 306 
18 763 G5 -47  201 339 
19 857 A5 -46  138 333 
20 928 Bb5 -7  196 362 
21 1039 C6 -13  167 310 
22 1144 D6 -46  144 347 
23 1243 Eb6 -3  203  
24 1398 F6 1    
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MARIMBA KEY NOTATION 
 
Color scheme is based off of the idea that instruments rise in pitch due to cold weather, so the 
color scheme is analogous to heat. Icy blue is very sharp (25-49 cents), Blue is sharp (10-24 
cents), Red is flat (10-24 cents), Yellow is very flat (25-49 cents). 
 
 
DON NACHO MARIMBA 
 
 
 
 
PAPÁ RONCÓN MARIMBA 
 
 
 
 
CHACHI MARIMBA 
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INTERVAL COMPARISONS 
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APPENDIX D: 
POETRY 
 
“Agrandao” 
By Jalisco González 
 
No sé de dónde 
ni con quién vino. 
Llegó diciendo de él y la poesía 
eran de uña y carne 
desde niños. 
 
Para que sepan de quién estoy 
hablando, 
guindaba de su cuello 
una corbata fina, 
hecha con todos los vuelos de los 
aviones 
y vuelta al mundo 
que lo había mareado. 
Y ni con la una cosa, ni con la otra, 
nadie pudo parar 
El bla, bla, bla, que dijo 
No haberme visto, 
que de qué chucho habría salido yo, 
y recitó de memoria 
todos los nombres de los buenos 
poetas, 
lanzó en mi cara 
una mirada buscabulla 
y arriscó la nariz, 
como si en esa noche 
la apestara la vida. 
 
Sí, a lo mejor no me ha visto, 
pero pa’ mi, 
él ha andao es de boquiabierto, 
hecho el cariparao, 
buscando entre las nubes 
un no sé qué, 
que yo tampoco tengo, 
que tampoco he visto. 
 
Si me hubiera buscado aquí, 
donde levanto la voz y grito, 
me habría encontrado 
 277 
bajo la tempestad, 
recogiendo vientos, 
en ese vértice de agua dulce 
donde nace braveando el Esmeraldas, 
tengo mi casa al ventestate, 
y nunca les pedimos pasaporte 
pa’ que entren la lluvia, 
usted el viento. 
 
Aunque la lluvia 
cuando llega me moja las costillas, 
gota a gota va llenándome de recuerdos: 
Tendría de edad 
todos los dedos de mis manos, 
y fue frente a mí 
que se puso insoportable la suerte, 
y sin chistar un ápice, 
que pudiera resentir al destino, 
eché a andar 
con la una mano adelante y la otra atrás. 
 
Andar y andar, 
y entre más caminaba, más andaba; 
y fui encontrando 
las huellas digitales de mi gente, 
las cachimbas de los abuelos 
repletas de cuentos, 
yerbas para todos los males, 
cigarros adivinos de la suerte, 
los misterios de los brujos 
surgieron de la nada a recibirme. 
 
Toda la tradición oral 
que se cayó de la boca, 
estaba allí, bajeándome la cara 
conversando conmigo y sin tapujos 
aprendí 
que yerbas y más yerbas y mantecas, 
se hace el menjurje curativo, 
y sea lo que fuere, 
de cualquier color que sea la muerte, 
yo tengo miles de yerbas pa’ curarlos, 
escondidas en el chischís de mi 
cabeza. 
 
Tengo pa’ que aprendan 
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la pócima y su receta: 
Hígado de Tamborero, 
sapo Bamburé, 
busurumbú, 
fu, fu, fu, el soplo de la muerte, 
para el que a hierro mata, 
con brujería se muera. 
Vengan, anden conmigo 
y verán 
que el que con lobo se junta, 
a aullar aprende. 
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Décimas 
“Venticuatro Fue la Fecha” 
 
Veinticuatro fue la fecha 
cuando la revolución; 
cañoneando como un diablo 
el bravo libertado 
 
A las tres de la mañana 
tomaron la policía 
y siguieron combatiendo 
hasta las nueve del día. 
Toda la gente corría 
del miedo del tiroteo, 
se fueron a San Mateo 
hasta que pase la fiesta, 
memorable es el día 
venticuatro fue la fecha. 
 
Sesenta y cuatro solo eran 
los de la revolución 
y muy poca munició. 
Ellos tuvieron valor 
para ataca’ al gobierno, 
tuvieron del Padre Eterno 
su más santa bendición. 
Mataron a Adolfo Cruel 
cuando la revolución. 
 
Como cien hombres murieron 
del lado de los serrano’ 
paga la zorra en un día 
lo que se roba en un año. 
Ahí murió Manuel Serrano 
sin culpa ni está metido, 
como Favio estaba herido 
primero le dieron palo; 
dijo el buque: “Ya perdimo” 
cañoneando como un diablo! 
 
Dijeron que ganarían  
el combate en La Victoria, 
y en el guayabo pidieron 
a grito’ misericordia. 
Tengamo’ en la memoria 
la gran capitulación 
The 24th was the date 
on the day of the revolution; 
bombarding like a devil 
the courageous liberator 
 
At three in the morning 
they took over the police 
and continued fighting 
until nine a.m.’s daylight. 
Everybody was running 
in fear of the shooting, 
they went to San Mateo 
until the party was over, 
memorable is the day,  
the 24th was the date. 
 
There were only 64 of them 
those of the revolution 
and very low munitions. 
They were brave 
to attack the government, 
they had the Heavenly Father 
His most saintly blessing, 
They killed Adolfo Cruel 
on the day of the revolution. 
 
Around one hundred men died 
on the side of the serranos 
full retribution in just one day 
everything that was stolen in a year. 
There died Manuel Serrano 
nobody’s fault he was there,  
as Favio was wounded 
first they beat him with sticks; 
the soldier said, “we’ve lost” 
bombarding like a devil. 
 
They said they would win 
the battle in La Victoria, 
and they lost in El Guayabo 
to the shouts of misery. 
We have in our memory 
the great surrenders 
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que Polanco, sin valo’ 
al vencer se rindió, 
bandera blanca flameó. 
El bravo libertado.158 
 
 
that Polanco, without bravery 
gave up with the defeat, 
the white flag burned. 
The courageous liberator. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                        
158 In Rahier 1987 
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“La Matanza de los Cayapas”159 
 
Eudulio y Segundo Sánchez, 
y don Roberto Castillo, 
Valverde y Caravalí, 
y Eustacio fueron caudillos. 
 
Ellos fueron los hechores, 
de esta gran mortandad, 
mataron esos Cayapos, 
En el punto de la puna. 
Ellos no tenían piedad, 
de matar a cualesquiera, 
mataron esas panteras, 
a esos pobres caminantes. 
Pasaron para la frontera; 
Eudulio y Segundo Sánchez. 
 
Eudulio fue a Candelilla, 
hablar los socios primeros, 
vamos a matar los cayapas 
que llevan harto dinero. 
Vamos alcanzarlos ligero, 
que se nos pasa la hora, 
no tengamos mas demoras 
que ya están en el banquillo. 
Salieron los pelacaras, 
y don Roberto Castillo. 
 
Hasta don Ramón Valverde, 
hombre que ha tenido honor, 
se ajuntó con los bandidos, 
y anduvo de salteador. 
Ahí murió el Gobernador, 
del punto de Camarones, 
los mataron sin razones, 
a estos pobres infelices. 
Pero ya están en prisión, 
Valverde y don Caravalí. 
 
Ellos no tenían piedad, 
ni menos tenían temor, 
que habían de ser descubiertos 
por el comisario mayor. 
Eudulio and Segundo Sánchez, 
and don Roberto Castillo, 
Valverde and Caravalí, 
and Eustacio were commanders. 
 
They were the creators, 
of this grand mortality, 
they killed those Cayapos 
at Puna point. 
They had no piety, 
from killing anybody, 
they killed those panthers, 
those por walkers. 
They passed the border 
Eudulio and Segundo Sánchez. 
 
Eudulio went to Candelilla, 
speaking of close associates, 
we’re going to kill the cayapas, 
because they have lots of money. 
We’ll reach them quickly, 
we might not realize the time go by, 
we won’t have any more delays 
because they are already on the riverbank. 
The face-peelers came out, 
and don Roberto Castillo. 
 
Even don Ramón Valverde, 
a man who has had great honor, 
joined up with the bandits, 
and went around as a robber. 
The governor died there, 
at Camarones Point, 
they killed them for no reason, 
those por bastards. 
But now they are in prison, 
Valverde and Caravalí. 
 
They had no piety, 
or even any fear, 
they had been discovered 
by the powerful deputy. 
                                                        
159 In García Salazar 2002 
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Los destripan sin dolor, 
para votarlos al mar, 
nadie los ha de encontrar, 
dijo el capitán Castillo. 
Gregorio, Eusebio, Sabino 
y Eustacio fueron caudillos. 
 
They gutted them without pain, 
to toss them in the sea, 
nobody is going to find them, 
said the captain Castillo. 
Gregorio, Eusebio, Sabino 
and Eustacio were commanders. 
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“Al Charco Voy a Surgir”160 
 
Voy a viajar a Tumaco 
a volverme a zambullir, 
porque me voy a la costa,  
al Charco voy a surgir. 
 
Tengo que comprar tabaco, 
cuatro cabos de galletas, 
diez canastillas de queso 
y de carne siete tercios. 
De pan llevo seis pesos, 
una caja de salmón, 
lo hablo sin conversación, 
dinamita, veinte tacos. 
Ahora que venga la puja 
voy a bajar pa Tumaco. 
 
También compraré una guitarra  
y eso es para ir tocando, 
un acordeón de tres voces, 
pero eso lo llevo guardando. 
Pólvora llevo ensacada, 
lo mismo la munición. 
Tengo que comprar jabón 
y un poco de tinta añil. 
El día de la cabeza de agua, 
es que voy a zambullir. 
 
Me han dicho que Daniel 
para bañar es sabroso, 
que se junte conmigo, 
que hagamos este negocio. 
Sacaré un piano juamoso 
pa acompañar la guitarra, 
yo hago carrusel en el agua 
lo que mi ciencia provoca. 
Pero no subo pa arriba 
porque me voy a la costa. 
 
Para qué yo saco vía, 
si voy por el plan del agua, 
por aquí me voy derecho 
I am going to travel to Tumaco161 
To become a diver once again, 
Because I’m going to the coast, 
At Charco I am going to emerge. 
 
I have to buy tobacco 
Four packs of crackers 
Ten punnet of cheese 
And seven thirds of meat. 
I will bring seven pounds of bread, 
A box of salmon, 
I won’t make small talk, 
Dynamite, twenty sticks. 
Now that the puja is coming 
I’m heading to Tumaco. 
 
I’ll also buy a guitar 
So I can play while traveling, 
An accordion with three voices, 
But that I’m going to keep stashed away. 
I’ll bring gunpowder in a sack,  
And the same amount of ammunition. 
I have to buy soap 
And a little bit of blue ink 
The day of the water’s head 
Is when I’m going to dive. 
 
They told me that Daniel 
Is nice to take a swim, 
So why doesn’t he come along with me 
So we can do business. 
I’ll take out a juamoso piano 
To accompany the guitar, 
And I’ll make a carousel in the water, 
Whatever my science may provoke me 
But I won’t head upwards,  
Because I’m going to the coast. 
 
So I go the right way, 
I have to follow the water, 
I head straight this way 
                                                        
160 In García Salazar 2003. 
161 Tumaco, Charco, and Caballo are all references to towns on the Colombian side of the border. 
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a la bocana de Caballo. 
Ahí yo registro el piano 
cuando llegue al caserío, 
yo he andado todos estos ríos 
sacando perlas pa mí. 
Yo me zambullo en Tumaco. 
Y al Charco voy a surgir. 
To the outlet at Caballo. 
I’ll bring out the piano there 
When I get to the town 
I have been up and down all of these rivers 
Getting pearls for myself. 
I’ll dive down in Tumaco 
And in Charco I’m going to emerge. 
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APPENDIX E: 
TRANSCRIPTION 
 
“Bambuco” 
As performed by Alberto Castillo. 
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APPENDIX F: 
ECUADOR-COLOMBIA BINATIONAL POLICIES 
 
The foundation for contemporary binational policies between Ecuador and Colombia 
began on June 20th, 1989, when the presidents of both countries, Rodrigo Borja (Ecuador) and 
Virgilio Barco (Colombia), held a meeting called the “Comisión de Vecindad Colombo 
Ecuatoriano” (Colombian-Ecuadorian Neighborhood Commission). The following year, in 
Esmeraldas, representatives from both countries established the “Zona de Integration Fronteriza” 
(Border Integration Zone; ZIF) for the purpose of establishing binational economic regulations in 
relation to the provinces of Esmeraldas, Carchi, Imbabura, Napo, and Sucumbíos in Ecuador and 
Nariño and Putumayo in Colombia. However, due to internal issues within both countries, the 
“process of integration diminished in that the border zone grew towards the interior of each 
country” (Montenegro 2005: 23). In 2001, the “Comunidad Andina” (Andean Community; 
CAN), consisting of indigenous representatives from Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, and Bolivia, 
developed a manifesto that would move beyond only economic concerns, and focus on each 
border’s specific regional issues of social and cultural life, environmental sustainability, and 
public and private institutions associated with borders of each country in CAN. 
All of these meetings focused on six topics: Security and Defense, Infrastructure and 
Connectivity, Border Issues, Environmental Issues, Social and Cultural Issues, and Economic 
and Commercial Issues. These meetings eventually developed into “Plan Binacional de 
Integración Fronteriza Ecuador-Colombia 2014-2022: Fronteras para la prosperidad y el buen 
vivir” (Binational Plan for Colombia-Ecuador Border Integration 2014-2022: Borders for 
prosperity and good living), a book-length document that “focuses on human beings and nature, 
the eradication of poverty, a culture of peace, and Latin American integration” (Seneplades 
2013: 12, my translation). Its fundamental priorities are an aggregation of “national development 
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plans” from both countries: Ecuador’s “Buen Vivir” and Colombia’s “Plan Prosperidad Para 
Todos,” both of which “are united in the objective of achieving an equality of opportunities, a 
search for appropriate governance, and productive innovation…[as well as] the eradication of 
everyday delinquency and transnational organized crimes…[and that] productive and 
commercial complementarity constitute a fundamental factor in binational relations” (Seneplades 
2013: 30). As this is a relatively new project with many complicated aspects, some of the most 
apparent materializations of its proposal are the improvement of the Andean border in Tulcán to 
increase cross-border economics, and Ecuador’s approval to ship Colombia’s crude oil to the 
coast for a small fee. 
 
